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PART ONE 
DRIVEN 
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] 
LIFE AT THE EDGE 


The fog stopped at the edge of the town like someone had 
placed them side by side long ago, the fog never moving, the 
town never changing. The dry dead trees of the forest had 
neither grown nor fallen for as long as anyone could 
remember, ensnaring the fog in their grasp and imprisoning it 
away from the moonlit sky above. Looming beyond the sea of 
gray, a great wall of jagged mountains stretched as far as the 
eye could see in both directions. The fog rested there in the 
sharp valleys between peaks, weaving throughout like water 
through monstrous teeth. 

The dirt road linking the forest and the town grew messy 
and bumpy as it neared the border. Large rocks lay about the 
edge, untouched by living things. Not for countless ages had 
the residents seen reason to tread there. Further into the town 
past a couple square stone buildings, the road evened out into 
what looked like any other road in any other lively town. 

On this evening as on many before, a mob of townsfolk 
flooded the road, eager to find their homes or the taverns 
after a long day of work. Their modest, simple clothing 
blurred them together, the men in their dirtied brown shirts 
and pants, the women in their loose-fitting dresses. None of 
them paid any mind to the ghostly landscape past the end of 
the road, yet none of them dared near it. The buildings closest 
to the border had their doors built on the opposite ends, and 
few locals ever found use for those doors anyhow. They lived 
as if their town rested at the end of the world: so long as none 
of them neared the edge, they had no fear of falling off. 
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Perhaps then it would come as no surprise that none of 
them noticed the stranger who’d materialized in their midst. 
The cloaked and hooded figure glided through the crowd; the 
sound of her footsteps masked by the noise of the locals 
around her. Her cloak, covered in flowing patterns of blood 
red and burgundy and in the dirt and dust built up over a 
long journey, disappeared into the empty space between 
bodies. She drifted down the road as local after local left her 
behind in favor of some more urgent task. From beneath her 
hood, she scanned every one of them, spending no more than 
a second on each before moving on to the next. No one 
returned her look. 

She stopped; her gaze set on a spot away from the road as 
pedestrians scurried around her. In a cramped alley between 
the cracked walls of two small shops, hidden beneath a 
shadow that obscured him from all but the most observant, an 
old man half sat, half lay on the ground resting his head 
against a wall. He stared out into the street, his clothes filthy 
and torn, his light brown skin wrinkled, his brown hair and 
beard tangled, his eyes glazed over. 

The hooded figure stepped toward him with a sense of 
purpose she’d not shown before, one beyond simple 
observation. The man’s eyes widened as she approached. His 
slit pupils dilated to see her through the night. But he lacked 
the energy to attempt an escape. In mere moments she 
departed the crowd and arrived at the edge of the dark alley. 
At last noticing his terrified eyes, she paused, crouching 
down to his level, and a white gloved hand reached out from 
her cloak to pull back her hood. 

“It’s alright.” She spoke in a calm, soothing voice. “I’m 
sorry for startling you. Can I get you something to eat?” She 
took a graceful step to the side and pointed to an inn across 
the road. 

The old man stared at her, his mouth agape at everything 
about this young stranger. Veined rosy splotches covered her 
bronze skin in uneven patterns, and a small but prominent 
scar rose from the corner of her mouth. Despite all this, her 
round face, her big eyes, and her warm smile gave her a safe 
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and inviting look. 

“Come on, take my hand,” she insisted. 

She took hold of the man’s outstretched hand and brought 
him to his feet. As his back floated off the wall, he took a 
breath, and life poured into his face. Stepping out of the 
shadows and into the road, he gathered more details of the 
woman’s face. Her red and brown hair fell flat but messy, 
reaching a few inches past her shoulders. Her big eyes with 
slit pupils like his revealed their eerie, pale purple irises, and 
yet all the man’s fear had vanished. His eyes filled instead 
with fascination. 

He glanced down the road at the fog covered forest, back 
at his new benefactor, and over to the inn across the street. 
And so, they walked. The crowd had thinned by this point, 
but the few still present now took notice of the old man and 
his odd companion. Some stopped dead in their tracks, while 
others sped up their pace as if confronted by a truth that 
they’d spent their whole lives ignoring. The stranger paid 
none of them any mind though, and the old man followed 
close behind, obedient as a pet. A couple who hadn’t yet 
noticed the pair entered the inn ahead of them, and the young 
woman caught the door as it swung half shut. She pulled it 
wide open and stepped to the side. 

“After you,” she said, beckoning her companion to enter. 

He stared blank faced before blinking once, nodding fast, 
and shuffling through the door. Following him, the woman 
pulled the door closed with her pinky, and at that moment 
the warmth of the room struck them both. Candlelight lent 
the brown tables and gray walls a soft orange glow, and the 
happy chatter of patrons lounging about the place lent the 
room a lively mood, chaotic but comforting. The liveliest of 
the patrons sat at the bar to the right of the entrance 
attempting to get a rise out of the large, gruff bartender who 
seemed more interested in filling mugs than anything else. At 
the other end of the counter lay an empty set of stairs leading 
up to the second floor. The young woman studied the room 
before lifting her cloak off her shoulders and tucking it under 
her arm. 
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All at once, the patrons abandoned their meals and turned 
to stare. White clothes covered the woman’s entire body 
below the neck. Despite the dirt on her pants, her outfit shone 
brighter than anything else in the room, all thick cloth except 
for a pair of sturdy leather boots and a leather belt from 
which hung a few small leather pouches. 

What struck them the most, though, rested amidst the 
white where an emblem of a flaming heart covered her chest. 
The heart itself had a rosy pink hue at the top that fell to a 
deep violet and then a dark blue at the lowest tip. Its striking 
pink and yellow flames blended down into the blue at the 
bottom of the heart and spread out to her shoulders like 
wings. After taking in her striking insignia, the patrons’ 
attention wandered to the thin short sword in its light gray 
sheath at her left hip. 

She paid her onlookers no mind but instead walked 
around her companion, turning to hold his gaze. “Do you 
need a room for the night?” she asked, resting a hand on his 
shoulder. 

He looked her up and down and furrowed his brow before 
finding his voice for the first time since he'd met this odd but 
generous stranger. “O-oh no, no.” His gravelly voice had 
trouble getting out. He shuffled about as he spoke, and his 
clothes rustled against each other. “You’re already doing 
more than you ought to for an old man like me. You don’t 
need to—” 

But before he could finish speaking, she’d already strode 
away to the counter where the bearded bartender had 
stopped making drinks in favor of gawking. She walked right 
up to the awestruck man and pulled out a handful of 
orange-gold coins from one of the pouches on her belt. 

“Good evening!” she said with cheerful energy, “This is 
quite the fine establishment you’ve got here. Are you the one 
I ask about renting a pair of rooms for the night?” 

“Yeah,” the man said like he’d never heard the question 
before, “We don't get visitors from the outside... ever.” His 
voice had an air of warning, but he took the coins from her 
hand regardless. His focus shifted over her shoulder to the 
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old man, who by this point had joined her at the counter. “Ah, 
Franke.” Pity filled his voice. “Where’d you conjure this one 
from? You really that desperate now?” 

“O-oh, you know me,” Franke said, staring at his shoes in 
an obvious attempt to avoid the bartender’s gaze. 

The young woman turned back to the old man. “Don’t 
worry, Franke,” she said in a spirited tone, “We'll help you 
out.” She faced the bartender again. “Isn’t that right?” 

The bartender’s annoyance showed clear through his 
beard. “Who are you supposed to be, anyway?” 

“Oh!” she said, her hand rising to her chest as if surprised 
by her own existence. “I'm terribly sorry.” Her bright smile 
returned to her face, and she bowed her whole body to 
Franke and the owner in turn. “I’m the ghost of Lady Eirika, 
returned to the mortal world to empower the weak and 
inspire kindness.” 

The bartender let out a stifled laugh, then decided he 
didn’t care to hide it and laughed long and hard. “Lady 
Eirika!” he said to everyone in the room. Some of the patrons 
at the bar smiled out of obligation, but most had stopped 
listening. “I never heard anything like it. You know, my 
daughter tells me she wants to marry a handsome prince 
someday. I’ve got to meet the dolts who raised you. With an 
outfit like that, why don’t you cut your hair, hide your chest, 
and call yourself Sir Sigurd?” He couldn’t get over it. “Lady 
Eirika of all things!” 

Eirika grew an amused grin, and she waited until he’d 
calmed down before saying anything more. “I just like 
finding people down on their luck and helping them get a 
second chance at life. Like Franke here. Don’t you think that’s 
a purpose worth pursuing?” 

“T think you've got your priorities mixed up, prying into 
people’s business.” He sighed. “But you're the customer. You 
can call yourself Trask’s illegitimate for all I care. I'm Jole, 
nothing so fancy.” 

“It's a pleasure to meet you. Both of you.” 

By this point, the other patrons had returned to their own 
business, having lost interest in the strange woman who'd not 
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yet proven herself dangerous. With no more to say for the 
time being, Franke and Eirika took their seats at the end of the 
bar, Eirika draping her cloak over her lap and wiggling about 
to get herself comfortable on the hard, rough barstool. Franke 
had no such problem. Jole left for only a moment before 
returning with a couple meals and strong-smelling drinks and 
plunking them down in front of his new guests. The meat, 
bread, and vegetables didn’t strike Eirika as anything fancy, 
but Franke dug into it like he’d never eaten a meal in his life. 

“T don’t mean to be a bother.” Eirika pushed her mug back 
at Jole. “But would you mind getting me some water?” 

“Right. Dead faetale kid. Sorry,” Jole replied with a 
feigned deadpan. He snatched the mug and walked away. 
“Going to turn us all foreign touched...” 

Eirika removed her gloves and set them on the counter 
before taking her first bite out of her bread. The small pink 
patches on the backs of her hands matched the ones on her 
face. “Are you enjoying the food?” she asked Franke. 

“Mmph,” he grunted, swallowing a mouthful of meat and 
managing not to choke on it, “This is wonderful, just 
wonderful. I can’t believe anyone would do this for a guy like 
me.” 

Jole walked back out with a replacement mug and plunked 
it down in front of Eirika. “Here's your water,” he said, 
annoyed with her. 

“Thank you,” Eirika replied, chewing on a vegetable and 
sipping from her drink. She turned back to Franke, who’d 
slowed his pace down at last. “So, what would you like to be 
doing with your life right now? Maybe I can help you out.” 

Franke sighed. “I'd settle for just getting by, a simple life, 
you know. I don't need too much excitement.” He glanced at 
her before turning back to his meal. “No offense to you, of 
course.” 

She chuckled under her breath. “Yeah, I wouldn't think 
you'd want to follow me.” 

“My problem is I've always been so weak.” He held up a 
thin, wrinkled arm for her to see. “And I'm not much of a 
salesman neither. Not very, eh, persuasive. Maybe I'm just too 
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honest.” 

Eirika swallowed a mouthful of meat. “That’s not easy, 
Franke. Being too honest, I mean. But I'm sure you've got 
skills that’d be useful around town.” 

“Well,” he said, pausing to stare at the wall behind the 
counter, “I’m good with numbers, pluses and minuses, you 
know, but the merchants don’t need a guy just for that. And 
it’s not like I’m going to be a merchant myself or some scholar 
in the capital.” He laughed for a second, then frowned. “I’m 
never going to be much of anything. I’ve known that for a 
long time.” 

“Don't put yourself down, Franke. You'll find something. 
You’re more useful than you think you are.” 

“You got swindled, by the way,” he said, changing the 
subject as fast as he could, “Two rooms and two meals go for 
less than half the coin you gave him. You ought to be more 
careful. People won’t correct you on that sort of thing if they 
can get away with it.” 

“Hey! Don't tell her that,” Jole shouted from the opposite 
end of the bar, “Why can’t you keep your mouth shut, 
Franke? That’s why no one wants you around.” 

Eirika laughed as Jole walked over to her. “It's alright, Jole. 
Keep the money. Give Franke a couple more nights.” 

“Now, why are you doing all this for me?” Franke asked, 
“You must have other things to spend your money on.” 

“You need it more than I do. I can take care of myself. 
Besides, what kind of hero would I be if I never made any 
sacrifices?” 

“Hero,” Jole grunted to himself, turning and trying to walk 
away. 

Before he got too far, though, Eirika raised a hand to keep 
his attention. “Is everything running smoothly around town? 
Is there anything Franke could be doing for some coin, or any 
more serious problems I could take on? I apologize for my 
ignorance. I'm not familiar with this part of the kingdom.” 

“We're doing fine,” Jole insisted in a plea to get her to back 
off. He must’ve realized the futility of it, though, because he 
let out a strained breath and turned back around. “For a 
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shadow town beneath the mountains, at least. We certainly 
don’t need help from any foreign touched outsiders. We’re 
too far out for bandits to bother us anyway.” 

Eirika sat up straight. “Then there’ve been bandit attacks 
further into the kingdom? What's going on?” 

“Why’ve I always got to play gossip?” He took a moment 
to look around the room, then leaned in close. “The way I 
hear it, things are getting awfully tough up there. Bandits, 
crop shortages, and of course the nobles never bother to 
help.” He backed away and shrugged his big square 
shoulders. “But that’s none of our concern.” 

Franke spoke up. “It’s a wonder none of them bandits are 
attacking the nobles.” 

“No one’s that foolish, Franke,” Jole said, “Bandits prey on 
the weak.” 

“For now,” Eirika said to herself, staring at nothing, “What 
happens when there’s no one left to prey on, nothing left to 
take? Desperation makes people do foolish things.” She 
pulled her head up and looked Jole in the eye. “They’Il come 
here too.” 

“Pssh.” Jole let out a nervous laugh. “Don’t talk like that. 
The mountains scare off bandits, same as why the nobles 
don’t send for taxes or tribute. The threat of foreign lands.” 
He narrowed his eyes at Eirika. “Where’d you come from, 
again?” 

“A faetale land, remember?” Eirika said. 

“Right.” Jole kept his eyes fixed on her. “How could I 
forget.” 

“Yve got to head into the kingdom if I’m going to do 
anything about these bandits,” Eirika said, dodging his look, 
“How long does it take to get to the next town on foot.” 

Jole raised an eyebrow. “On foot? That’d be two whole 
days, and even then, it’s just a little farming village. They 
won't have anywhere for you to stay.” 

“Oh, that's alright.” She waved a dismissive hand. “I'll be 
fine. Thanks, Jole. For the information and the concern.” 

He grunted and again tried to walk away, breathing a sigh 
of relief as Eirika let him go this time. Her attention instead 
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turned to Franke, who'd finished most of his food. Eirika, on 
the other hand, had talked so much that she’d ignored hers 
for the most part, but since Jole had left, she focused back on 
her meal, doing her best to finish as soon as possible. 

Right as she downed the last of her bread, the front door 
opened, and a few more locals stepped in from the cold, 
laughing amongst themselves. She glanced over, but nothing 
out of the ordinary held her interest. When she turned back to 
continue eating, though, a loud bang shook the room as the 
last man through slammed the door behind him. Franke 
flinched, and he looked over his shoulder to see the 
commotion. The moment he spotted the man, his eyes went 
wide, and he grabbed Eirika by the arm. 

“T-I need to get out of here,” he said, quiet but panicked. 

Eirika glanced at the door. Standing just inside, a tall, 
bulky man peered around the room with clenched teeth and 
narrowed eyes, and he didn’t join the others when they left 
him behind. So far, he hadn’t noticed Franke or Eirika sitting 
at the bar, but his gaze covered the room as he examined the 
patrons one by one. He’d get to them. 

“Okay, let's head upstairs.” Eirika pulled her gloves back 
on and tucked her cloak under her arm. 

She left the rest of her food behind as they left their seats. 
The crowd filled enough of the room for their movements to 
blend in, and Eirika walked behind Franke to keep the man at 
the door from spotting him while they made their way 
toward the stairs. But just as they reached the open doorway, 
Jole saw their empty seats. “Take whichever rooms you 
want!” he shouted, “Makes no difference!” 

The man at the front of the room looked at Jole, then the 
two guests, squinting to make them out. It took him only a 
second to find Franke hiding behind Eirika as he took his first 
step onto the stairs. “Hey!” he yelled, “Don't you run away 
from me!” 

He rushed at them, shoving people aside as he went. The 
rest of the patrons silenced their chatter and turned their 
attention to the scene unfolding. None of them dared show 
any anger once they saw the man marching through them. 
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Eirika spun around just in time to see the furious look on his 
face as he approached her, and she held up her hand as if to 
bring him to a halt with a mere gesture. 

“Peace, friend,” she said, “There’s nothing to be gained 
from entering a conversation with blood in your heart. 
Whatever wrong he’s done you, it’s best put to right calmly.” 

The man stared at her in disbelief. “Out of my way!” He 
stepped around Eirika to get at Franke, who cowered away 
from him and struggled to back his way up the stairs. “If you 
can afford a night at a place like this, you ought to have 
enough to pay your debts, eh Franke?” 

“If you three are going to quarrel, you'd best take it 
outside!” Jole shouted, “There’ll be no fighting in my 
establishment!” 

“Don't worry, Jole,” Eirika said, blocking the doorway 
with her arms, “No one’s going to get hurt.” She gave the 
large man a stern look. “I paid for Franke's room. He doesn't 
have your coin, and he’s in no position to get it. I understand 
it can feel like you’re being taken advantage of when someone 
can’t pay their debt, but I can assure you Franke means no ill 
will. Let’s just talk about this in a productive manner.” 

The man backed up a step and looked over Eirika’s outfit, 
growing more and more bewildered by her with each passing 
second. When he saw the sword at her hip, he stood up tall 
and grew an amused smirk. “You going to protect him with 
that little thing? Guess a fragile girl like you couldn’t handle 
any bigger.” He took a step toward her. “Who do you think 
you are?” They stared each other down, inches apart. He 
stood a head taller than her, but she didn’t budge. 

“She's the ghost of Lady Eirika,” Jole said, “Watch out, or 
she might just let you leave unharmed. Seriously, Rob, she’s 
not worth the effort. Especially if you ever want to set foot in 
my tavern again.” Rob wouldn’t hear any of it. 

“T-I'll get you your money as soon as I can, I promise,” 
Franke got out from behind Eirika, getting his bearings on the 
first step and leaning against the wall to avoid toppling over 
from fear. “I've just been having some bad luck lately. You 
know my luck, Rob.” 
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“Your luck’s hurting my business, Franke!” Rob shook his 
fist over Eirika’s shoulder. “How am I supposed to compete 
with the big shops. How’s anyone going to take me seriously 
if I keep letting you dodge your responsibilities? People will 
think I’m a pushover. 'Don’t worry Rob. I'll pay you back 
tomorrow. Hahaha!’ You're making a fool out of me!” 

“Enough!” Eirika commanded loud enough to shock Rob 
into backing off. Her expression softened, but only a little. 
“What do you expect to gain from all this, bullying this man? 
Do you honestly think hurting Franke will get you your 
money back? You'll just make people afraid to buy from 
you.” Glancing around the room, she found the other patrons 
averting their gazes. “How much does he want, Franke?” 

“Five hundred,” Rob said before Franke could. 

She rooted through her coin pouch and pulled out a 
handful of larger coins. “Here’s half. It’s almost all I have. 
Will that be enough?” 

Rob leaned back. “What are you...?” He shook his head 
and snatched up the coins. “Yeah, for now.” Eirika let him 
step to her side. “It’s your lucky day, Franke. You'd better beg 
your Master to hone you another foreign touched sucker like 
this one tomorrow.” 

“Why don’t you have him work for you, then?” Eirika cut 
in. “He’s good with numbers. He can handle your inventory.” 

“T could keep track of how much people are willing to pay 
too,” Franke said, trying to sound confident, “Help you 
haggle better.” 

“You think I’m going to let you near my coin?” 

“He's not trying to steal from you. He made an honest 
mistake, and he wants to make up for it.” In that moment, she 
grew an understanding smile. “I promise you he’s a good 
man. Have a bit of faith in people.” 

Rob took a few seconds to mull over what she’d said. He 
grew a sort of confused frustration like he didn’t know what 
looked worse, a weak will or an irrational temper. “Alright, 
Franke. But this is your last chance, so you’d better be worth 
it. I expect you there tomorrow morning.” He turned and 
walked away. 
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“Thank you, Rob!” Franke let out a breath he’d held for a 
while. “Thank you so much. You won't regret this.” But Rob 
had already reached the door. 

All at once, the tension lifted, and one by one the other 
patrons turned back to their meals as if nothing had 
happened. Eirika let out a quick sigh, laughing under her 
breath. “Are you alright, Franke?” 

Franke wiped his forehead. “I'm more than alright. No 
one’s ever stood up for me like that. I can't thank you enough. 
I’ve got to repay you somehow.” 

Eirika shook her head. “You don’t owe me anything.” 

As they spoke, Jole crossed over to their end of the bar, but 
only when he leaned over the counter at them did Eirika 
notice him standing there. “Listen, Franke,” he said in a 
hushed tone, “Why don’t you sleep in one of our rooms until 
you can get your own place? I’ve got no reason to hold out.” 

Franke grew a look of disbelief. “Thanks, Jole! I’d have 
never expected. You're not kidding, are you?” 

“Yeah, well,” Jole said, “Don't test my generosity.” 

“You'll see that Rob treats him right, won’t you?” Eirika 
asked. Jole scowled but nonetheless grunted his agreement as 
he walked away fast before she could saddle him with 
anything else. 

“Hey, that’s great!” she said to Franke, “Your luck’s 
turning around already.” She looked over at the front door, 
which had hung open since Rob had left. “But that’s enough 
action for one night, don’t you think?” 

“Oh, yes,” Franke said, nodding, “More than enough.” 

He turned around and walked up the creaky wooden 
stairs. Eirika followed behind, and they made their way up to 
the second floor where they found only a short hallway lined 
with three doors on each side, more rooms than Jole would 
ever need at any one time. Only a single dim lamp lit the hall, 
but it worked well enough to see by. Eirika stopped at the 
first door on the left, and Franke continued to the next one. 

“T guess this is goodnight,” Eirika said when Franke had 
reached his room, “I might not see you in the morning. I 
should probably head out early so I can make it to the next 
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town as fast as possible. I hope everything works out well for 
you, though.” 

“T think I’ll do fine,” Franke said, looking back at her and 
growing a real smile for the first time since they’d met. “First 
time I’ve thought that in a long while. Now, you go do the 
same for the kingdom that you did for me.” 

“T won't let you down, Franke.” 

The old man opened the door to his room and took a step 
in, then paused. “Lady Eirika, huh? Strange, but I think I'm 
starting to understand.” 

Eirika smiled, though a tinge of sadness flashed across her 
eyes. “Thank you.” She waited for Franke to close the door 
behind him, then took a deep breath and walked through 
hers. 
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2 
STEALING SHADOWS 


The light of the rising sun silhouetted the jagged peaks of 
the mountains and shone past the square stone buildings to 
warm Eirika’s back. Shadows stretched far out ahead of her 
and down the busy street. Even at this early hour, the main 
road pulsed with commotion, locals getting an early start on 
the day's shopping before heading off to work. 

Quaint little stalls lined the sides of the road, each stocked 
with its own unique collection of cheap goods that customers 
could snatch up without much thought. Some of the stalls 
sold tools, some clothes, and some food for a brisk breakfast. 
Anything needing more serious consideration would arrive 
later in the day when people had more time to make serious 
purchases. Those who’d arrived first spoke with the 
shopkeepers and picked out whatever trinkets they needed to 
buy, then moved on. 

Eirika noted all this as she walked down the road to the 
edge of the shadow town. She wore her cloak with its hood 
down and its front open to make sure people saw the center 
of her flaming heart, but her sword remained hidden at her 
side. The contrast of the odd, inconspicuous cloak made the 
white and bright colors underneath stand out even more. She 
had a fair distance to go before leaving town, but she couldn't 
help moving along at a casual pace to watch the people 
around her. 

When at first light she’d left her room, Franke had already 
left for his new job. She’d smiled at that, then drunk only a 
small glass of water before waving goodbye to Jole and 
running out the door. But now amongst the crowd, she 
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couldn’t help but slow down and look for anything 
interesting going on. A hint of a relaxed smile settled on her 
face as she watched the residents wander about in peace. 
Many shot her confused or disgusted looks as she passed, but 
she smiled and nodded at each in turn before moving on. 

A few minutes later, she’d immersed herself, meandering 
through the growing crowd and paying no mind to the dirt 
and dust catching on her pants. A thin young man dashed 
past, and she watched him run down the left crossroad to the 
door of a larger shop that would open for business later in the 
day. Worry dampened the worker’s face as he stumbled 
through the door, exhausted. 

Next, a bout of laughter reached her from the right, and 
she turned to see a young merchant smiling and chatting with 
a couple of middle-aged customers under the shade of his 
little stall. She smiled at their idle gossip, but as she watched 
them, something odd and out of place caught her eye. 

Not far from the stall, a young woman leaned against the 
stone wall, her form blending into the shadow of the building. 
At first glance, Eirika noted her dark outfit with a hood 
obscuring watchful eyes that examined each local in the same 
way Eirika had done. In the exact moment Eirika’s eyes 
settled on her, she looked right back, but then a split second 
later, she’d already turned away. 

A pair of loud, angry voices rose from behind, well down 
the road on the opposite side. Releasing the woman from her 
gaze, she spun about and rushed toward the commotion. As 
she wound through the crowd, she made out the small 
wooden food stall in front of which the two large men stood 
wearing hard leather coats and carrying short swords at their 
sides. 

One tall and muscular with a thick beard, the other a bit 
shorter with a round face and uneven patches of stubble, they 
gesticulated at the shopkeeper, raised their voices even louder, 
and then drew their swords. From her distance, Eirika 
couldn’t make out their words, but she could guess well 
enough to speed up her pace. She sprinted at the 
confrontation, ignoring the people around her who’d now 
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also started to take interest. 

“Do your ears work?” the bearded man growled, “I said 
hand over the coin, all of it!” 

“And I'll have some bread too,” the other one added, 
sounding less than intimidating, “for the road.” 

“Who do you think you are, waving those things at me?” 
the woman shot back, slapping her hands on the counter. 

“You don’t hand it over right now you'll get a permanent 
reminder!” The bearded man leaned across the counter and 
towered over her. 

“Put those down!” Eirika commanded, slowing to a march 
as she reached the men, “If you need food and money, there 
are better ways of getting it than robbery.” She planted her 
feet like roots. 

The bearded man turned his sword on her while the 
round-faced one kept his pointed at the shopkeeper. “Stay out 
of this, woman. Or are you looking to get cut up too?” 

Her sword still hidden, she put her hands up to show 
them she posed no threat. “Let’s all just calm down. If you 
drop your weapons now, there’s still time—” 

“You'd better run, or those little pokers of yours won't be 
able to help you!” The shopkeeper’s aggression grew more 
confident as she waved her fist at the round-faced man. “I've 
seen you two skulking about. We don't tolerate thugs in our 
town!” 

In that moment, the whole crowd gathered around them, 
trapping the shopkeeper and the three outsiders inside their 
circle. None of the locals looked strong on their own with 
only their flimsy metal tools for weapons, but their 
frightening strength lay in their confidence and numbers. 
Their ferocity shocked even Eirika, and as such, it took her a 
second to notice where, at the back of the mob and with a 
calm smile, that out of place woman from earlier stood staring 
straight at her. 

“Get out of here!” The voice dragged Eirika’s attention 
back. 

“You think you can threaten us?” 

“We're not going to put up with this!” 
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The crowd shouted over itself as they edged closer to 
Eirika and the two outlaws. Their voices jostled and turned to 
noise, but their intention remained clear. 

“Stay away from us!” The round-faced man’s voice turned 
shaky as he backed into the stall and waved his sword at the 
mob. 

Even the bearded man, the more aggressive of the two, 
backed away from the mob, eyes wide. The robbers almost 
fell over the stall, their grips on their weapons weakening as 
their hands shook. Eirika’s eyes darted back and forth 
between the mob and the outlaws as she struggled to evaluate 
the whole situation. Then her muscles hardened, and she 
dashed between the groups, bracing her arms out to the sides. 

“Wait! Wait!” she shouted at the locals, “Someone could 
get killed! Do you want blood on your hands? We’ll make 
these men atone for their actions, but we need to resolve this 
peacefully.” 

The mob quieted down and halted their advance, but their 
anger remained. They didn’t trust Eirika much more than the 
outlaws. Her breath held tight, and tension hung for a few 
seconds longer as the two groups held their ground, neither 
daring to make a move. 

Eirika sighed. “Alright then.” She turned to the outlaws. 
“Now drop your swords, and you won't be harmed.” 

They looked at Eirika, then at each other. Then they did as 
she said. Their swords hit the ground with a dull thud, and 
the bearded man turned away to hide his scowl. 

“Get out of our town!” a woman shouted from behind 
Eirika. 

“We don't want to see your faces ever again!” someone 
else said. 

“That'll teach you!” the shopkeeper mocked, smirking and 
crossing her arms. 

The outlaws shuffled past Eirika, and the crowd opened a 
gap to let them through. The townspeople held their 
makeshift weapons down at their sides, their fists gripped 
tight, but none of them moved on the men. Eirika took a 
moment to catch her breath before passing through the crowd 
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after them, the residents giving her looks no less suspicious 
than the ones they’d given the criminals. 

As soon as she emerged from the other side, the shouting 
resumed. “If we catch you here again, you won't leave with 
your heads!” someone shouted louder than the rest. 

Eirika tried to call out to the men. “Hold on just~” 

“Oh, we'll be back!” the bearded man shouted over Eirika, 
“You won't act so tough when we've brought our friends! 
You'll all get what's coming to you!” 

Eirika tried to pursue them, but as they picked up their 
pace, she slowed hers to a stop, staring at their fading forms 
as they ran off toward the edge of the town. She sighed as the 
locals went back to their business, chatting amongst each 
other about the story they'd tell their friends and families. 
Business continued as usual, and only she seemed to care. 

Bowing her head, she frowned and mulled over the 
situation, but when the locals’ annoyance at her presence 
grew too obvious to ignore, she resumed her walk and 
attempted to survey her surroundings once again. Her pace 
remained slow, though, dejected. She could no longer take in 
the area and its people the way she’d done before. 

When next she looked up, a familiar dark silhouette 
snapped her back to the present. The young woman she’d 
twice glimpsed before now strolled down the middle of the 
road ahead. From her distinctive garb, Eirika made her out 
through the crowd, but only after pushing forward did she 
get a halfway decent look. The woman wore dark brown and 
black leather, her sleeves running out to black gloves, her 
pants running down to sturdy boots. A pouch at her waist 
obscured a sheathed dagger, and her hood covered the top of 
a short bow and quiver. Her straight, black hair hung neat but 
uneven down to the top of her neck. 

With how distracted the woman made Eirika, she almost 
failed to notice they’d both sped up quite a bit. Now forced to 
put effort into avoiding the locals around her, she noticed 
them giving the other woman just as wary looks as they’d 
given her. The two drifted toward the side of the road until 
they approached a fruit stall owned by an older woman 
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chatting with a younger customer, both too caught up in their 
conversation to see the strangers drawing near. 

Eirika caught up to her prey as they reached the stall, just 
in time to see her pluck a small pink fruit from the pile and 
press it against her back. At the same moment, Eirika 
snatched it away and grabbed another from the pile. The thief 
spun around as Eirika interrupted the owner’s conversation. 

“Excuse me, ma'am. I'll take two of these. One for me and 
one for my friend.” Eirika gestured at the thief, who steadied 
her composure and grew an amused smirk. 

The shopkeeper and her other customer shut their mouths 
to give Eirika identical blank stares like they didn’t know 
what to do with her. Eirika ignored them, pulling a few coins 
from her pouch then reaching across the stall to hand them to 
the woman. The man gave her a sidelong glance as the 
shopkeeper snatched up the coins, and they turned back to 
their conversation. Squeezing her coin pouch, Eirika frowned, 
but she put on a cheerful smile in time to toss one of the fruits 
to the thief. 

“Here you go. Everyone wins!” She walked away from the 
stall and gestured for the thief to follow. “Are you having 
money troubles? If you need anything, I’d be more than 
happy to help.” 

As she finished her sentence, she noticed for the first time 
how the skin of the thief’s face, as dark a brown as she’d seen, 
blended into a dark green tinge that grew blueish at her 
forehead and yellowish at her neck. Or maybe the green tints 
blended into the brown. Her oval shaped face carried smooth, 
soft features, and her eyes shone a dark, murky green with 
pupils more oval than the slits of everyone around her. Her 
ears had a slight square point in their upper back corners. For 
a split second, Eirika’s eyes widened, but she managed to 
hide it. The thief didn’t bother indicating that she’d noticed. 

“Really?” The thief let out a mocking laugh. “Seems to me 
you've run out of coin yourself, and something tells me you 
don’t have a steady job around here.” She studied Eirika's 
outfit, that amused smirk glued to her face. “What are you 
supposed to be, some kind of cultist? I doubt you're going to 
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convert anyone in this town.” 

Eirika laughed along with her but in a more cheerful tone. 
“I'm the ghost of Lady Eirika.” She bowed and held an arm to 
her chest. “I’m always happy to help people in your position, 
whether I have money or not.” 

The thief laughed even harder, almost stumbling into a 
local. “Is that right?” she managed to spit out through her 
laughter. “At your service, milady.” She calmed down and 
stood up straight. “If I ever need you to break me out of a 
dungeon, I'll let you know. Otherwise, I can take care of 
myself. Seriously, what's your real name?” 

“Eirika’s as real as any other.” 

The thief’s smile widened. “Alright then, play your little 
game of make-believe. But it’s never hard to figure out what 
someone’s really after.” She crossed her arms. 

“Yl tell you what I’m after,” Eirika replied, “I’m headed to 
the capital. It seems like people are having a tough time out 
here, and the king ought to know about it. There’s only so 
much one lady can do on her own, you know?” 

The thief’s face softened for a moment, but her smirk 
returned in the next. “Then what do you need with the gaudy 
outfit and the faetale name?” 

“If you want to inspire people, you've got to be 
memorable.” Eirika shrugged. “Good deeds and a kind heart 
can be infectious if you’ve got the right presence. I’m trying to 
spread the value of second chances. The kind of second 
chance a petty criminal might need someday.” 

The thief rolled her eyes and chuckled. “You’re quick to 
decide my life story.” 

“You haven't told me your name,” Eirika said, undeterred. 

The thief turned halfway serious. “Not everyone wants to 
be memorable. And considering how well your methods 
worked on those empty-headed thugs back there, I think I’ll 
stick to the shadows.” 

Eirika frowned and brought a hand to her mouth. “You're 
right.” The thief raised her eyebrows. “I wish I could’ve done 
more. They might really come back, and with more in tow. I 
don’t want anyone getting killed.” 
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For the first time, the thief grew a look of sympathy. “Hey, 
don’t worry about it. I've seen those two before. They don't 
have any friends. They won’t show their faces around here 
anymore.” 

Eirika let out a sigh of relief. “That's good. Still, I would’ve 
liked to have helped them resolve their differences with the 
locals. Imagine if they’d found honest work instead of just 
running away.” She grasped at the air with both hands. 

In an instant, any trace of sympathy vanished from the 
thief’s face. “Honest work?” She gave an incredulous laugh. 
“You saw the same guys I did, right? You really think people 
like them are capable of it? It’s not in their nature.” She 
glanced down, then back up. “I would know. Petty criminal, 
right?” She pointed a thumb at her chest. “Trust me. Crime is 
just how some of us have fun. Point is, don’t waste your life 
trying to fix people. They’re not worth the effort.” Eirika 
backed away from her sudden disgust. “And come to think of 
it, neither are you.” 

Eirika stood shocked as the thief turned and ran off, and it 
took only a few seconds for the crowd to swallow her up. She 
couldn’t move. For a time, she stared out at the sea of people, 
unsure what to do next. Then she looked down and saw the 
fruit she’d bought still in her hand. Without thinking, she 
took a bite along with her first step forward. 

As she walked, she tried to scan the crowd as she’d done 
before, but her attention refused to focus. Her eyes glazed 
over, and she ended up looking through the townspeople 
instead of at them. She forced a frustrated sigh through 
gritted teeth, then turned to see just how high the sun had 
risen since she’d set out. Ahead, she found the plains 
stretching out beyond the edge of town. With a newfound 
sense of priority, her pace quickened until she almost jogged 
forward to leave the shadow town behind as soon as she 
could. 
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3 
NOT BUYING IT 


The little town at the end of the world had by this point 
vanished into the distance behind her. The fruit she’d bought 
earlier had long since gone to the wayside, its core tossed into 
the foot-tall grass of all shades of green. She pushed ahead to 
the northwest, keeping her head forward and her stride 
steady. The sun shone hard from behind, but the cool breeze 
compensated. The breeze blew against her, tossing her hair 
and cloak, but it didn’t slow her down. Her breathing held 
calm and quiet, her eyes locked, her mouth tight. Dirt caked 
on the soles of her boots as she marched further into the 
kingdom. 

The wide road at the edge of town had shrunk to a thin, 
bumpy path inseparable from the grass surrounding it. Hills 
cropped up on all sides the further she distanced herself from 
the place. The foliage grew denser, though nowhere near as 
thick as the foggy woods under the mountains. Outside the 
town she’d passed some small farmland, well behind her at 
this point, but now the plants grew wild, unhindered by 
people. Roots popped out along the path, and the ground 
grew rocky. Nature had almost claimed it in full. But 
nonetheless, Eirika’s pace never faltered. She didn’t doubt 
herself for a moment. 

By the time the sun flew high above, the huge 
yellow-green leaves and dark branches had grown thick 
enough to often blot it out. The ground darkened, but every 
so often the light of the sun still shone through. By early 
afternoon, the forest had grown so dense that it forced the 
path to weave back and forth around the largest trees. Eirika 
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slowed to step over rocks and roots that blocked her way. 
Unable to maintain her speed, she nonetheless retained her 
calm determination and pressed forward. Small, furry 
animals made their presence known from a distance, but they 
didn’t dare sneak close enough to bother her, so she ignored 
them. 

A few minutes later, she came upon a hill taller and 
steeper than any she'd crossed thus far. Stopping to examine 
it, hands on her hips, it took her a few seconds to find the 
path winding back and forth across it. She set off, following 
the path as best she could, but even climbing along the side, 
she kept her gaze pointed at the top. Even with all the 
switchbacks, the steep path forced her to take long strides if 
she wanted to keep up a steady pace. 

As soon as she reached the point where she could see over 
the top of the hill, she stopped dead. Something had caught 
her attention. She strained her neck and narrowed her eyes, 
and as quick as she’d stopped, she jumped forward. 
Abandoning the switchbacks, she scrambled straight up the 
rest of the hill, then sprinted across to what she’d seen. In 
only a few strides, the scene spread out in front of her. 

Yards off the side of the path, in a small, flat patch of dirt 
between tall, thick trees, two corpses lay in a pool of their 
own half-dried blood. Her eyes darted back and forth as she 
scanned the forest for any movement or out of place shadows. 
Nothing moved in the trees or bushes, but she kept on 
searching. She held her arms in front of her, hands open and 
stiff. Her legs bent to spring, ready for anything that might 
jump out of the trees. Only when she'd satisfied her paranoia 
did she relax her body and turn to examine the bodies on the 
ground. 

Then she stiffened again when she realized at last their 
identities: the outlaws the people of the shadow town had 
driven out that morning, the men she’d let escape. Her hands 
shook. Her eyes widened, and she forced them closed to calm 
herself down. Only when she’d regained her composure did 
she pry them back open and crouch down to examine the 
bodies in depth. 
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The round-faced man lay on his back, the bearded man on 
his side. Leaning closer, she found the arrows that had killed 
them. The first stuck out of the side of the round-faced man’s 
neck. Blood had poured from both the arrow wound and 
from his mouth. Her gaze then shifted to the bearded man, 
and she turned him onto his back, careful to avoid touching 
any blood. Some of it still looked sticky. He had one broken 
arrow in his gut and another through his eye. Insects climbed 
over the corpses as she moved them. 

Both men’s sheaths still held their swords. She felt their 
arms and legs and examined the palms of their hands. None 
of their limbs had broken, and she didn’t find any bruises. 
Pausing for a moment, her eyes narrowed, and she reached 
for the coin purse on the bearded man’s belt to find it empty. 
Soon discovering the other purse empty as well, a flash of 
anger crossed her face before turning to sadness. 

She stood up. Leaning against a nearby tree, she gazed 
upon the corpses with a frown, then sighed and closed her 
eyes. Crossing her arms and bowing her head, her face tensed. 
Then after what could have been ten seconds or ten minutes, 
she opened her eyes to take one last look at what remained of 
the men she’d tried to help. Taking a slow, deep breath, she 
picked herself up and wandered back to the path. 

As she started northwest once again, her breath refused to 
even out, and her legs refused to carry her forward with any 
speed. She struggled to retain the focus and drive that before 
had driven her on so well, and in turn she lost all awareness 
of her surroundings. She smacked her toe hard on a root, and 
with a quiet, angry grunt, she fell against a tree. No matter 
how many slow, deep breaths she tried to take, the shaking 
wouldn’t stop, and that made her even angrier. 

Shoving herself off the tree, she stumbled at the faint 
sound of running water. Past more and more trees and over a 
layer of bushes, she found the little stream. She fell to her 
knees in front of it, ripped her gloves off, and splashed a 
handful of water on her face. With quick gasps, she rubbed 
her cheeks and forehead. Sitting back and resting a minute or 
so, she then gathered another handful of water and drank. 
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After drinking a few more handfuls, she crawled over and sat 
back against a tree. 

Only then did the shaking subside, and only then did she 
wring out her hands, slip on her gloves, and make her way 
back to the path. Only there did she regain her focus, and 
after a few minutes of building up confidence she built back 
up to her old pace with a determined, if frustrated, glare. 

Over an hour later, she’d put as much distance as she 
could between herself and the corpses, and her frustration all 
but disappeared. In that time, the path had grown straighter 
and less bumpy, the trees having thinned out a bit. The 
density of the forest had centered on the scene of the murder. 
Once in a great while, she heard the chirping of birds or the 
rustling of small animals moving through the bushes, but like 
before, she marched on without giving it a second thought. By 
this point, she’d come to view the world around her with little 
more than disdain. 

Sunlight shone through the trees often, and she soon saw 
how low it had sunk in the sky. She’d already lost time 
examining the corpses, so she picked up her pace even more 
to make it as far as she could before nightfall. As she sped up, 
the rustling from one side grew louder, loud enough to stand 
out, but she didn’t react to it in any detectable way. She 
continued as far as she could, but when the sun closed in on 
the horizon, she stopped to look for a flat, open area in which 
to eat and sleep. 

It didn’t take long to find a spot. The trees had thinned out 
enough to provide plenty of clearings. Grass had even 
popped back up in small patches between the trees and 
bushes. After a minute or two of picky searching, she settled 
on a medium sized flat circular area with plenty of empty dirt 
between trees, bushes, and bits of grass. 

A few seconds later, a sound rang out: the loud flapping of 
birds fleeing from the trees around her. At the same moment, 
she heard two distinct rustling noises, one lighter and closer, 
the other lower and farther away. The next second, something 
scampered out from behind a tree where the higher pitched 
rustle had sounded, a leathery creature about the length of 
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her forearm with whiskers and a bushy mane. She turned to 
face it, and it looked back with wide, circular eyes. The two 
stood across from one another, frozen in place. 

Once she'd assured herself that its curiosity wouldn’t let it 
run away, she kneeled on the dirt, keeping eye contact the 
whole time. Without dropping her gaze, she reached back and 
picked a few berries from a bush, then held them out with an 
open palm. Her breathing remained slow and relaxed so as 
not to startle the animal. As she watched it stand there, a hint 
of a warm smile grew on her face for the first time since she’d 
left the border town. 

It didn’t break eye contact, and after a few seconds of 
caution, it wandered across the clearing. Before long, it stood 
by her hand, lapping up the berries one at a time. She reached 
out her other hand to rest on its upper back. When all the 
berries had disappeared, she placed her empty hand on its 
jaw. Her smile had vanished. Her grip tightened, and she 
twisted, snapping the creature’s neck. 

Laying its body on the ground, she pulled a small knife 
from one of her pouches, and before long, she had a fire going 
with the animal skinned and cooking over it. The sun neared 
the horizon, and the sky turned orange. Once the meat had 
browned, she pulled off her gloves and cloak and laid them 
down beside her. She picked a few more berries to eat herself, 
popping one in her mouth as the meat cooked and setting the 
others on top of her cloak. Once satisfied with the meat’s 
quality, she took it off the fire, but before eating any, she 
turned around and held it out in front of her. 

“You're welcome to have some,” she said to the various 
trees and bushes standing motionless before her, “You must 
be hungry by now.” 

The forest declined to respond, but she stood confident, 
staring down the trees and holding out her food. Then once 
she’d almost given up, one of them rustled its branches, and a 
figure dropped out to land low in the bushes below. The thief 
who couldn’t spare any effort on her now stood and walked 
toward her with a casual swagger. 

“You've got some stamina, you know that?” the thief said 
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with a smile and a hand on her hip. “How’s a girl supposed to 
stalk you without giving herself away?” 

Eirika wore a stern look as she watched her approach. “It 
seems I’m worth something after all.” 

“Food. Supplies, maybe.” The thief halted a couple feet 
from Eirika. 

“You don’t have to hide,” Eirika said, ripping off a chunk 
of meat, “I said I’d help you.” 

“Yve got no choice now, have I?” the thief replied with a 
feigned annoyance, snatching the meat from Eirika’s hand. 
Crossing within inches of Eirika’s face, the thief reached 
down and plucked the berries from her cloak. Eirika watched 
her saunter back to the opposite side of the fire, plonk herself 
on the ground, and toss a berry into her mouth. After a few 
more seconds of watching her, Eirika gave up and sat down 
herself. 

At first, they sat in silence, too focused on their food to 
even look at each other, but by the time Eirika had finished 
much of hers she’d dared to steal a few glances. The thief, for 
her part, didn’t show much interest in conversation, and 
Eirika grew impatient. “Can I ask why you killed those men?” 

“They tried to rob me! Can you believe that?” the thief 
replied with a mouth full of meat. The food dampened her 
dramatic tone, so she swallowed before continuing. “Lucky I 
know how to defend myself.” She chuckled. 

“Uh, huh,” Eirika said, “Were you planning to try that on 
me?” 

The thief tossed a berry in her mouth. “Wouldn’t dream of 
it.” She waved her hand back and forth, refusing to 
acknowledge Eirika’s dismissal. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m 
happy to take your stuff, but I’m not going to kill you.” 

“No. You're not.” Eirika put the slightest hint of force in 
her voice. 

The thief’s smile grew wide. “Ooh, scary! You think you 
can take me, do you? I like your attitude, but you'll have to 
back it up if you actually want to impress me.” She patted her 
dagger in its sheath. 

Eirika ignored the challenge. “I offered to help you so you 
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wouldn’t have to hurt anyone.” 

The thief’s smile vanished, replaced by raised eyebrows 
and pursed lips. “No one gets anywhere by trusting charity,” 
she replied in a hostile tone, “except dead.” She ripped the 
meat with her teeth and swallowed quick. “And you'll forgive 
me if I’d rather not rely on someone with nothing but a dinky 
sword and a fancy suit to her name.” She realized how 
serious she’d grown, so she switched her tone back to a 
playful one. “Besides, those two aren’t worth crying over.” 

Eirika held stern, growing angrier if anything at the thief’s 
casual talk of murder. “They could’ve redeemed themselves. 
They could’ve been better.” She’d forgotten her food. “I don’t 
care who they were.” 

The thief leaned back, baffled. “I cannot figure you out.” 
She shook her head hard. “You really care about a couple of 
brutes too simple to do anything but rob and slaughter? You 
are Lady Eirika, aren’t you?” 

Eirika’s breath caught, and her face softened. She looked 
down at her lap and sighed. “Death is never a good 
punishment,” she said in a near whisper. She looked back up 
and met the thief’s eyes. “What have you accomplished?” 

The thief snorted out a laugh. “They’re not likely to hurt 
anyone else now, are they?” 

Eirika shook her head as if dealing with a stubborn child. 
“Violence only breeds more violence. Someone will want 
revenge.” She took a deep breath before continuing. 
“Whereas if they’d lived, they could've made amends.” 

The thief’s face soured. “What world do you think you live 
in? While you’re playing faetale, out here in reality we don’t 
have so many options. You’re a one-woman crusade, Eirika, 
and one woman isn’t going to do anything. The only way to 
control these people is with power, and Lord Rand doesn’t 
even have the courtesy to kill bandits. I’m only doing what 
I” Her eyes twitched, and her mouth shut tight. 

Eirika leaned back and turned away. “I know.” Her lips 
tensed, and she looked down at her lap. “Forgive me, I 
shouldn’t be lecturing you. This kingdom is what it is, and the 
past is in the past.” She looked back up and plastered her best 
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smile over her regrets. “But I know we can fix this. That’s 
why I want to see the king and the other nobles too. We’ve 
got to convince them to help with the bandit and crop 
problems.” 

The thief furrowed her brow. “Crops are fine.” 

“Really?” Eirika asked, “Someone told me there were crop 
shortages.” 

“Tf you mean Rand taking them, sure.” The thief tossed her 
hair. “But no one’s going to convince him to ease up.” 

Eirika let out a quiet sigh. “Then in the meantime, we can 
get ordinary folk to band together and help each other out.” 
She refused to give in to the thief’s cynicism. 

The thief groaned. “Do I look like I can afford to go 
mingling with ordinary folk?” She pointed at a vibrant green 
spot beneath her eye. “If you’ve met anyone else who looks 
like me, you’re luckier than I am. Foreign touched.” The 
words slid out hard, and her eyes narrowed as they examined 
Eirika’s face with its purple eyes and red splotches. “Or just 
plain foreign, in your case?” She sighed and shrugged. 
“Regardless, sometimes you've just got to murder some folks. 
You'll get used to it. You'll learn.” 

Eirika squinted in confusion, but a second later she had to 
fight to hold back a grin. “Oh, I know,” she said with feigned 
disinterest, turning her attention to her food. “It’s not like 
crime is how you have fun.” Her smile cracked through, and 
she stopped trying to hold it in. 

The thief’s eyes widened, and her body tensed. Then she 
relaxed and grew a broad, one-sided grin. “Huh.” The word 
slid out far slower and more considered, “You’re cleverer 
than I gave you credit for.” She shifted to a candid tone. “Of 
course, it’s fun. It’s what I’m good at! But I wasn’t lying. You 
think any old townie would give me honest work?” She let 
out an exaggerated false sigh. 

Eirika swallowed the meat in her mouth and gave her 
attention back to her companion. “What kind of work would 
you do?” she asked as if the thief really cared. 

The thief shrugged. “Usually when people start asking 
questions, I say I’m a freelance hunter for hire,” she said, 
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quick and casual, “Most people aren’t so accepting of the 
whole petty criminal thing, and it’s as good an excuse as any 
to carry these.” She patted her bow and dagger. “But it’s not 
like anyone actually hires me. Foreign touched are 
untrustworthy, and women are incompetent, don’t you 
know?” She brought a hand to her chin. “You look pretty 
weird, even without the costume. I never could figure out 
where your story was supposed to take place. I guess I just 
assumed it was somewhere in the kingdom.” 

“You know, I’ve got a feeling you're right.” The thief 
rolled her eyes, but Eirika kept on smiling, “But I died, 
remember? Then I came back, and I happened to show up in 
that town back there.” 

“Took you long enough,” the thief replied. 

“Better late than never, right?” Eirika said, and the thief 
laughed. 

By this point, they’d just about finished their meals, the 
thief downing her last berry as Eirika waited. The fire had all 
but died, its light subsiding alongside that of the sun. The 
thief looked up at the sunset, then brushed off her hands and 
hopped to her feet. Eirika watched her face as she flicked out 
her dagger and flipped it around in her hands. “This has been 
fun,” the thief said, sliding a finger across the blade, “but I’m 
going to have to rob you now.” She hesitated. “I know you 
don’t have any money, but you’ve got to have something of 
value. Come on, out with it.” 

“What do you need?” Eirika asked with a pleasant smile. 
She stood and looked the thief straight in the eye, then 
stepped around the fire to her side. “If I don’t have what 
you're looking for, you’re welcome to stay until I can get it. 
Whatever you want, I’ll do everything in my power.” She put 
a hand on her chest. 

The thief laughed hard. “No one’s that selfless or foolish.” 
Eirika just smiled and nodded. The thief slid her dagger back 
into its sheath and planted her hands on her hips. “You're 
giving me permission to take whatever I want, without any 
resistance, for as long as I like? No matter what I do, you 
won't stop me?” 


35 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


“T won't let you hurt anyone,” Eirika answered, almost 
excited, “But I won’t hurt you either. After all, keeping you 
close gives me plenty of opportunities to make you see things 
my way!” 

“T almost admire your optimism,” the thief said, “but you 
wouldn’t last a day. I’ll eat at your will and your pocket until 
you lose those cute ideals of yours and turn as rotten as I am.” 
She puffed up her chest. “That or you'll starve to death in the 
name of your principles.” She paused to consider, and then 
her smile grew wider. “It might actually be interesting to see 
which comes first.” 

“That sounds like a challenge,” Eirika said, growing a 
smirk to match the thief’s, “Care to find out which of us will 
break?” 

“Hmm...” The thief brought a hand to her mouth and 
paused. “Right direction...” she mumbled loud enough for 
Eirika to hear. “Alright, deal.” She held out her hand. 

Eirika shook with more than enough enthusiasm for them 
both. “Congratulations! You're the first member of my cult.” 
The thief laughed. She let go of Eirika’s hand and walked to 
the tree behind her while Eirika put out the fire. “You know, 
since we’re teaming up I ought to have something to call 
you.” 

The thief froze in her tracks. She stood silent before 
deciding to answer. “Then call me Cathe.” Cathe sat against 
the tree she’d found and closed her eyes. 

Once the last of the embers had darkened, Eirika picked up 
her gloves and slipped them back on. Then she grabbed her 
cloak. “Do you want to sleep in this?” she asked, holding it 
out to Cathe, “I don’t need it.” 

Cathe opened her eyes and looked at Eirika, dumbfounded 
until the offer sunk in. “Yeah, give it here!” she said, reaching 
out her hand. 

Eirika walked across to Cathe and draped the cloak over 
her like a doting caretaker. “There you go. I’ll see you in the 
morning.” Cathe shut her eyes again and sighed, satisfied. 
The moon had risen to replace the sun, and yet Eirika had no 
trouble finding a tree for herself on the opposite end of the 
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clearing. Sitting back against it, she watched her new 
companion doze off. Then she closed her eyes and fell asleep. 
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4 
A KIND OF THREAT 


The odd companions walked in silence down the path out 
of the woods as the sun rose behind them. With trees growing 
scarce, their path grew wider and straighter. Few clouds hung 
overhead, and the sun shone bright and hot, pleasant on their 
backs. On and off, they found odd sets of footprints and 
clumps of crushed grass tread on by locals, kats, and maybe 
even farm animals. Side by side, they walked at a distance. 
They kept silent, making their way northwest without so 
much as a glance at one another. 

Waking up at dawn, Eirika had exclaimed her surprise and 
happiness upon discovering that Cathe had stayed through 
the night without taking anything. Cathe had retorted that if 
she’d wanted to rob her, she’d have done it at dinner, and 
she’d said she looked forward to seeing what Eirika could 
scrounge up once they reached the next village. 

On starting out, Eirika had set a modest pace. Cathe had 
then insisted they move as fast as possible and that she could 
keep up with whatever pace Eirika could set. So, a minute 
later, they’d reached a decent clip, and Cathe had kept her 
word. When Eirika had then started asking questions about 
her past, she’d ignored her. Soon, though, she’d caught on 
that Eirika wouldn’t take the hint and so opined, “You know 
one thing you could do for me? Keep your mouth shut.” And 
so, they walked in silence. 

A couple hours later, Cathe could no longer hide her 
strained breathing. Though not by much, her movement grew 
labored. Eirika looked over with concern, but Cathe only met 
her eyes for a split second before turning forward and tensing, 
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determined to show no weakness. Eirika only smiled and 
kept on moving with a spring in her step. 

Soon, farmland appeared far in the distance on both sides, 
flat grass with lined crops. Eirika slowed and craned her neck, 
and Cathe let out a quiet but relieved sigh. Through the trees, 
they spied a small wooden barn and a few blocky feathered 
beasts behind a fence but so far no one to tend to them. 

Eirika stopped and squinted, but Cathe tapped her on the 
shoulder. “The village is that way.” She pointed ahead, and 
Eirika followed her hand. “Don’t expect a warm welcome 
from these types. I’d suggest taking the long way around, 
but...” Her smile grew wide. “I’ve got to see the looks on 
their faces. See what it feels like not to be the most foreign 
touched woman around for once.” 

“You shouldn’t underestimate people,” Eirika replied 
without missing a beat, “Them or me. And you know, maybe 
there’s something we can do for them.” Cathe chuckled and 
put her head in her hand. 

The morning sun still shone when they first caught sight of 
the small wooden houses strewn about in a haphazard lack of 
pattern along the sides of the road. Their roofs all slanted at 
different angles, but they all looked sturdy enough to 
withstand harsh weather. The road widened as it entered the 
village, but it kept uneven, bumpy, and all in all less 
maintained than the roads in the border town. 

Within the village limits, locals rushed along the road in all 
directions, preoccupied with their own business. None of 
them yet noticed the strangers approaching. They clothed 
themselves in simple brown and tan garments. The caked-up 
dirt and mud even this early in the day would’ve obscured 
any other color. Despite their urgency, some had brought 
children scurrying alongside them, trying to keep up. 

A middle-aged woman almost jumped in shock when she 
saw them walking in her direction. She'd never seen anyone 
like them. On top of that, while Eirika wore her cloak over her 
sword, Cathe did nothing to conceal her dagger and bow. 
Eirika smiled and waved, but the woman, no less startled, ran 
to a man nearby and tapped his shoulder while pointing back 
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at the travelers. As they passed the first houses, a teenage boy 
and a younger girl ran to the man and woman who both now 
stared straight at the travelers. The whole family had ragged 
brown hair, the father having a bit of uneven stubble. 

“My apologies. No need to be frightened.” Eirika held up 
her hands. “We're just passing through on our way to the 
capital. We could use a place to rest, though, if it’s not too 
much trouble. Feel free to put us to work if it’ll ease the 
burden. I fancy myself a problem solver, and my friend Cathe 
can hunt.” She gestured at Cathe’s weapons. 

The middle-aged woman eyed the weapons, then turned 
her gaze to the travelers’ faces. Looking back and forth 
between the dark green-brown and the lighter brown with 
rosy spots, her eyes narrowed with renewed suspicion, and 
she gripped the sides of her dress. The man held a similar 
expression while the boy tried to look as tough as possible, 
fists clenched. Others on the road crept away, glancing back 
in fear. Only the young daughter of the family wore a look of 
genuine curiosity. 

The father broke the silence. “We’re not looking for 
trouble,” he said in a stern, if nervous, voice, “But I’m the 
mayor of this village. I’ve got to protect my own. Now why 
don’t you pass on through and leave us in peace.” 

Cathe shuffled her feet and avoided eye contact. Her 
swagger had vanished on contact with the villagers. Eirika 
brought her hands down and put on her best soothing smile. 
“T understand. You don’t get a lot of visitors around here, 
huh? Don’t worry, we don’t want any trouble either. We just 
get a bit tired is all. Sleeping in the woods doesn’t do us much 
good.” Cathe chuckled to herself. 

The mayor eyed Eirika’s bright emblem, visible since she’d 
shown her hands. “We don’t make a habit of housing strange 
women. We've got enough problems around here as it is.” 
His wife looked over at him, worried. “Where are you two 
from?” He looked more confused now than suspicious. 

Eirika relaxed and let out a quiet sigh of relief. “We've just 
walked here from the shadow town to the southwest,” she 
said in a friendly tone. 
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The mayor’s eyes narrowed. “Shadow folk keep to 
themselves, and I never heard of any women as foreign 
touched as you two down there. Though I suppose if any 
place in the kingdom would...” His voice trailed off, and his 
face relaxed a little. “What are you heading to the capital for, 
then?” 

“We're going to tell the king about the bandit problem,” 
she replied, “He needs to know how bad it’s gotten.” 

“What do you care?” he retorted, his suspicion returning, 
“Bandits don’t go all the way down south when there are 
plenty of villages up here to pick on. How do you even know 
about them? I don’t like your story.” 

“Just yesterday morning, the town was attacked.” Cathe 
had to turn her head to hide her grin. “I know it’s hard to 
believe, but it’s true. The townspeople managed to fend them 
off, but this is only going to get worse if we don’t do 
something about it.” 

The mayor sighed. “It’s really reached all the way down 
there, huh?” His tone grew friendlier, if somewhat depressed. 
“May our Master guide us. Alright, I guess I believe you." 
Cathe raised her eyebrows. "These sure are difficult times. I 
doubt any of those high and mighty Tenars will listen to folks 
like us, Rand neither. But if you want to try, that’s your 
business.” The rest of his family wound down as well. Only 
the son remained tense and aggressive. 

“Let’s at least protect each other,” Eirika said, "Paranoia 
just makes us vulnerable. One village can’t protect itself 
forever, but the more of us work together the more dangerous 
it'll be to attack us.” She raised a fist in solidarity. 

“At least someone’s still got hope,” the mayor said, a hint 
of a smile growing for a split second before vanishing. He 
eyed the two and tilted his head. “Why haven’t you got any 
men with you? If you run into bandits out there on your own, 
who’s going to protect you?” 

Cathe scowled but held herself back. Eirika gave her a look 
of concern, but she only got back a hard sigh, so she turned 
back. “A bunch of armed men would’ve looked even more 
suspicious. And there’s no need to worry about our safety. 
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We know how to protect ourselves.” She smiled. 

By now all the other villagers had left leaving only the 
mayor and his family. Their suspicions hadn't dropped, but 
they’d eased a bit. The daughter, though, had never looked 
afraid to begin with. Her eyes held wide, her mouth agape in 
pure wonder. Like the rest, she’d never seen anyone like 
Eirika and Cathe, but unlike the rest, they didn’t repulse her. 
She tugged on her mother’s skirt. 

“Are we going to let them stay?” she asked. 

“Quiet, Sonia,” her mother whispered, “Jacob, why don’t 
you take her home?” She prodded the boy’s shoulder. 

Jacob grabbed Sonia by the forearm to lead her away, but 
she wouldn't stop looking back as he dragged her off. The 
mayor glanced at his daughter, sighed, and turned back. “The 
name’s Daren. This here’s my wife Susana. We haven't got 
much here for our village, much less for travelers.” He paused. 
“But I suppose it can’t hurt to let you sleep somewhere. 
You're just a couple of women after all.” He took a few 
seconds to laugh at his own comment. Cathe tensed, and her 
fists clenched. She took a deep breath, and it took him a few 
seconds to notice her seething behind Eirika’s unbroken smile. 
“You're a quiet one. You got anything to say?” 

Eirika looked over her shoulder at Cathe, who opened her 
mouth and held her breath. “Not to you.” The words came 
out in a monotone as she refused to look at Daren. 

Before he could process her answer, something distracted 
him, and he turned to look further into the village opposite 
the travelers. Susana followed his gaze, and then a second 
later Eirika and Cathe heard it too. Behind the couple, a 
young man, still far off, ran straight for them. As he neared 
Daren, he slowed to a stop, panting. “What is it, Kent?” Daren 
asked in an urgent voice. 

“North end of town...” Kent answered, breathing hard 
between sentence fragments, “...Three men... on kats... all 
armed!” He took a couple more breaths. “I got here as fast as I 
could!” 

Susana’s breath froze, and she clutched Daren’s arm. 
Daren held fast. “Calm down now,” he said while Kent 
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caught his breath. Then he turned and shot Eirika and Cathe 
yet another suspicious look. 

“Why don’t you let me handle this?” Eirika offered before 
he could accuse her of anything, “Go ahead and get inside. 
Stay safe, all of you. I’ll see what these men want.” 

“What, so you can join them?” Daren shot back. 

“What difference would it make?” Eirika asked with a 
smile, “We're just a couple of women.” Cathe failed to 
suppress a smirk. 

Kent looked past Susana and Daren at the travelers and 
raised an eyebrow. “Who are these two?” 

“Ym the ghost of Lady Eirika!” Eirika waved as Cathe 
mouthed the words alongside her. “Trust me, this is what I’m 
best at. I can talk to these men, and then no one else will have 
to endanger themself. It might not be anything to worry about 
anyway.” 

“It didn’t look like nothing to me,” Kent insisted, “It 
looked like trouble.” 

“In that case, I’ll keep them from hurting anyone,” Eirika 
said, “Worst case scenario, it’s still better me than you.” 

Daren paused, looking down, and shuffled his feet. Kent 
and Susana stared at him, waiting for a verdict. “Nothing 
wrong with a buffer, I guess. Ugh, those greedy merchants 
this morning, you two, and now this. Kent, go hide 
somewhere, and for your Master’s sake, don’t panic yourself 
to death. Susana, come with me.” He gestured at Eirika and 
Cathe. “Our house is up north where those bandits are 
coming from, so let’s get there quick.” 

Kent scuttled off the side of the road while Daren and 
Susana hurried north. Eirika and Cathe followed the couple 
into the village, and together the four walked the empty road, 
weaving around buildings placed with little regard to 
navigation. Eirika’s eyes darted back and forth, taking in her 
surroundings as much as possible in the little time she had. 
Cathe kept to the back while staring straight ahead. 

Before long, they rounded a corner and found the north 
edge of the village far in the distance. The three men rode in 
from the plains atop their large feline companions, slow and 
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confident. All the other locals had long since fled the road. 
Daren and Susana had the same idea, and they rushed to a 
nearby house without so much as a word to the travelers. 

Eirika watched them go, then turned to Cathe. “You ought 
to get to safety too. I don’t want anyone getting hurt.” She 
pulled off her cloak and handed it to her. 

“It wouldn’t be me who'd get hurt,” Cathe replied with 
disdain as she yanked the cloak out of Eirika's hand. 

Eirika stared her down. “I know.” 

Cathe smiled at the compliment, then walked away 
dragging the cloak behind her. A second later, she paused 
and spun around. “You know what I could use?” she said, 
walking away backward, “A kat. Talk one of these villagers 
into handing over their kat, and a fast one too.” She turned 
back around and walked forward again. “Or I could get it my 
way! Whatever works!” Whipping the cloak over her 
shoulder, she ran off between the buildings. 

Eirika let out a sharp exhale through her nose, then turned 
to the riders. She took slow, steady strides, her eyes set and 
narrow, and in turn the dark brown kats strode tall, their big 
eyes darting about, their whiskers twitching. The men 
hunched over their simple saddles and reins, two side by side 
in the front with the third between and behind. To Eirika’s left 
sat a stocky man with a black beard and a sword hilt visible 
over his shoulder. To her right sat a leaner one, clean shaven 
with severe features and an axe strapped to his back. The 
weaselly man behind them held his loaded crossbow with 
one hand. Their backs straightened as their eyes settled on 
her. 

“Good morning!” she shouted, “What brings you to this 
humble village today?” 

The kats slowed to a stop. “Oho!” the bearded man 
shouted back, “Finally, a warm welcome! I was wondering 
where everyone had run off to.” He put on a mocking frown, 
then pointed at her sword. “What's that dinky little thing you 
got there? Don’t hurt yourself, now!” The weaselly man 
laughed, but the lean one kept quiet. 

“We got ourselves one queer greeter here, Jones,” the 
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weaselly man said, “Or are you the welcome gift? Not the 
prettiest in the kingdom, but I’m not picky, heh heh!” He 
fiddled with his crossbow. The lean man sat in silence, 
studying Eirika without batting an eye. 

She kept her calm. “When you ride into such a small 
village with weapons on your back you ought to expect the 
locals to be cautious. I’ve offered to meet with you on their 
behalf, and I’d appreciate some assurance that you don’t 
mean any harm.” 

Jones chuckled and glanced at the lean one in disbelief. 
The lean one didn’t look as amused. “Hey, we’d love not to 
have to hurt anyone,” Jones said once he'd stopped laughing, 
“All you all’ve got to do is cooperate. Word has it this place 
and its farms send a whole load of crops all over the place. 
Rand takes some, of course, but we heard the merchants get 
quite a bit too. Seems to me the locals must’ve hoarded up 
some coin, whereas we three have been fresh out for some 
time now. Now, if that coin makes it to us quick and tidy, 
none of you'll come to any harm.” 

Eirika sighed while the weaselly man giggled to himself. 
“That’s right,” he said, “And if not, we can’t guarantee 
anyone’s safety!” His giggling fit continued while Jones 
looked back at him, annoyed, and the lean man shifted on his 
kat. 

“Hmm,” Eirika said, holding a hand over her mouth, “1 
can’t let anyone get hurt, but I honestly don’t think these 
villagers can afford to part with their coin for nothing.” She 
paused as the riders stared at her, bewildered. “I’m sure they 
could pay you to work, though.” She pointed and grinned 
like she’d had an epiphany. “In fact, you all look pretty strong. 
With those weapons, I bet you could make a decent living 
protecting this place from outlaws. If you have the time, I 
mean.” 

Jones forced out a frustrated sigh. “Look, whoever you are. 
I don’t know what you think is going on, but we’re the 
outlaws here! If you think you can twist around some words 
and magic us into model citizens, you’re underestimating our 
intelligence.” He drew his sword, and the lean man followed 
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suit with his axe. The weaselly one grew a dark smile and 
pointed his crossbow at Eirika. 

“Oh, no, no! Don’t worry!” She waved her hands in front 
of her face. “I’m the ghost of Lady Eirika! I’ll twist a lot more 
than words.” 

Before the riders could react, Eirika heard soft, quick 
footsteps coming up from behind. In a split second, she spun 
around and saw the young girl Sonia from earlier running 
over to investigate the commotion. “What are you doing?” 
Sonia shouted at the four of them in her harsh, high pitched 
voice. 

“lm just making some new friends,” Eirika said in as soft 
a voice as she could muster. As she spoke, her right hand 
crept across the front of her waist. “You should run home 
now, Sonia. We’re playing with our weapons, and it could 
get” 

A “twang!” rang out, and at the same moment, she again 
faced the riders, her right arm out to the side. In it, she held a 
short, thin sword with a simple brown hilt and a small 
circular guard. Weaving strands of pink and silver swam 
through the blade, reflecting the light of the sun with 
unnatural brightness. The remains of the crossbow bolt lay 
scattered across the ground behind where she’d cut it, not far 
from Sonia. Eirika heard her shout, “Cool!” and run off in the 
direction of her house. 

The riders sat in stunned silence. Eirika’s eyes had 
narrowed, her teeth clenched, her muscles tensed. Then she 
blinked, and everything relaxed. “What an excellent shot!” 
she shouted to her attacker, smiling at the man still in shock, 
“Straight to the back of the head!” She tapped herself on the 
spot, then tossed her sword back and forth between her hands, 
left, right, left, ending with it hanging from the index and 
middle fingers of her left hand. “As far as I could tell, I mean. 
I can’t be certain, what with my back turned and all. Want to 
try again?” 

The men all looked at each other in confusion. Jones kept 
opening and closing his mouth. Even the lean man’s eyes had 
widened, and the one who’d shot at her shook to the point 
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where he struggled to keep ahold of his crossbow. “Go on!” 
Eirika insisted, “Don’t you want to prove that it wasn’t just a 
fluke? Right here!” She tapped the center of her forehead. The 
weaselly man did his best to still himself and reload his 
crossbow despite his terror and lack of breath. “There you 
go!” Eirika cheered when he’d succeeded. The point of the 
bolt, still unsteady, rose into alignment. “Okay. Three... 
two...” 

She flicked her sword up to within an inch of her face, and 
the bolt bounced off to the side. The blade didn’t budge, nor 
did it bear a scratch. “Perfect!” she exclaimed, “Right between 
the eyes!” She took one step toward the riders, then another. 
Their faces grew stiff, and none of them dared move. “See? 
You'd do great at protecting a little village like this. I’ll bet no 
one here can fire a crossbow that straight.” As she passed 
between the front two kats, Jones’s turned its head in interest. 
She brushed its cheek, and it purred. Jones wouldn’t dare 
object. 

The weaselly man scratched at his pouch for another bolt, 
but as she came up alongside him, she reached out and placed 
a hand on top of his. “It’s alright.” He dropped his hand back 
to his side and calmed a little. “I just want to keep everyone 
safe.” Her hand moved to his crossbow, and she pulled it 
away from him to hook onto the side of her belt. He made no 
effort to stop her. 

Then she fell back away and spun to face the other two 
who'd spread to surround her at equal angles. “Now then,” 
she said to them both, “What about you two? Why don’t you 
hop down here and show me what you can do with those 
things?” She pointed at the sword and axe in turn, still 
gripped tight in their hands. 

Jones looked at his companions, then back at Eirika. “I 
don’t know who you are,” he said with all the confidence he 
could muster, “But if you think we’re coming down, you can 
think again.” 

“T wouldn’t want your kats to get hurt is all. They’re very 
pretty.” She saw the fear still covering their faces and sighed. 
“Tm sorry. I guess I can have that effect on people sometimes. 
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What are your names?” 

Jones took a second to respond. “Jones. It’s Jones. You 
probably already know that.” Eirika turned to the lean man 
who opened his mouth to show the messy remains of a 
severed tongue. “He’s Kevan. And I don’t think Gren wants 
to talk to you either.” Eirika turned to Gren who wore a look 
of anger and wounded pride. 

She didn’t let it deter her. “Go ahead and rest, Gren. 
You've earned it.” She turned back to Jones and Kevan. “So, 
come on! I want to see you two fight! Think of it like an 
audition.” 

Jones stared at her, gripped his sword tighter, then 
stepped down off his kat. Kevan then followed without 
hesitation. They led their kats back to Gren, and then Eirika 
led them a few yards further into the village. Once satisfied, 
she turned to face them and tossed her sword back to her 
right hand. Her arms spread in welcome, and they stood 
silent for a few seconds. 

Jones lunged at her and swung from the side, anger in his 
eyes. Eirika pulled up her sword and stopped the larger blade 
without a thought, but he didn’t back down. He swung his 
sword around his head to bring it back around the other side, 
mustering enough force to cut her clean in half had she not 
made a quick, short move to block. His volley continued to fly 
from all directions, but with each swing, his sword bounced 
off Eirika’s without rustling her tree-like stance. 

“You're pretty nimble with that thing,” Eirika said once 
Jones had stopped to catch his breath. He glared at her before 
attacking once more, but she halted each of the blows the 
same as she’d done before. Her sword arm didn’t so much as 
flinch. “You've got power in your swings, and your stance is 
steady. I noticed you've managed to avoid whiplash from the 
recoil.” She smiled. Jones paused again, and she looked at 
Kevan. “What about you?” 

Kevan stepped forward and swung overhead, gripping his 
axe with both hands. Eirika stepped out of the way and then 
walked backward away from the men to keep them both in 
front of her. Kevan pressed on with a series of quick, precise 
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swings, and Eirika hopped, stepped, and ducked all around 
them. The last one came down fast, but Eirika stepped back 
and knocked the axe aside with her sword. “Excellent! You 
two must’ve trained together.” 

Jones rejoined the fight, and Eirika found herself dodging 
and blocking attacks from both sides at once. As her 
movements grew quicker and more intense, they flowed into 
each other without pause, seamless. The men’s weapons set 
the rhythm of her dance. No longer angry, her opponents 
now reveled in every failed attempt. “You're perfectly in 
sync,” she said as they spread out on opposite sides, “Imagine 
how much stronger you could be if you worked alongside a 
whole village. It’s a good living, a lot better than robbery. 
You'd never have to worry about dodging the law.” 

At the same time, Jones and Kevan swung down from 
above. She helped Jones’s sword along with her own while 
grabbing Kevan’s axe with her free hand, pinning the sword 
to the ground and holding the axe high between her thumb 
and index finger. Then she pushed the axe aside and released 
Jones’s sword, turning to back away and keep the men in 
front of her. Her gaze turned to Gren sitting awestruck on his 
kat. “And if you’re looking for women, we tend to prefer men 
who act a bit more friendly!” 

She smiled at all three of them. Jones stepped forward and 
swung again, from which she took a casual step back. “Come 
on! Fight back, woman!” he taunted, more amused than 
annoyed. 

“Hey now, I was just trying to give you some time to show 
me what you’ve got. I wouldn’t want to end things too 
quick.” She opened herself up again. “But if you insist.” 

His overhead swing crashed down strong and fast. With 
both hands and her whole body, she pulled her sword up to 
meet it, then stopped at the last second. The impact of the 
swords left Jones stunned and shaking while Eirika bounced 
back into a spin, the arc of her sword forcing Kevan to jump 
away. Passing him by, she completed the circle to bring her 
sword crashing down onto Jones’s, knocking it out of his 
hand. In one motion, she sheathed her blade and 
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somersaulted to catch the fallen sword. Kevan came down on 
her with his axe, but she sprang back up, caught his arm with 
her free hand, and jammed the butt of Jones’s sword into the 
inside of his wrist. The shock wrecked his grip, and she 
snatched the axe out of the air to claim one of their weapons 
in each hand. 

She backed away once more and presented the weapons 
back to them. “So? What's it going to be?” 

Jones took a deep breath to calm his shaking body, and 
Kevan rubbed the inside of his arm. Once he’d calmed 
himself, Jones sighed and stepped forward to take back his 
sword. “You really think these people will hire us?” he asked, 
sheathing his sword on his back. 

“No doubt in my mind!” She brought a fist to her chest. 
“Don’t even worry about it. I’ll tell them you came looking for 
work and that I tested your skills. You’re certainly qualified.” 
Kevan took his axe back. Eirika gestured for Gren to come 
down off his kat, and with a bit of a scowl, he complied. 

The rest walked back to the kats where Gren grumbled 
and shot Eirika a look of impotent anger. “Talk all you want, 
but nobody’s going to trust us. And I don’t trust you.” 

“Yl just have to prove you wrong, then,” she replied with 
a smile. 

Jones looked back and forth between the two of them. 
“Sure. Fine. If you think you can do it.” 

Eirika sighed. “I’m going to be honest. That’s a big relief. If 
you guys hadn’t come along, I’d have had to protect this place 
myself, and I’ve got business to attend to up north.” 

“Ha ha,” Jones said, grabbing the reins of his kat. He 
paused for a second. “Why are you doing this for us?” 

Eirika looked up, turned back to him, and shrugged. “It’s 
just who I am. I’ve got to set a good example if I want people 
to listen to me.” 

“What story did your parents teach you?” Gren said as 
they walked down the road with the kats, “Who’d want to be 
like Lady Eirika?” 

Eirika ignored Gren’s question as a figure dropped from a 
roof into the dark, narrow space between buildings. A few 
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seconds later, Cathe strolled out, bow in hand. Eirika couldn’t 
help but chuckle as Cathe failed to look composed after 
everything she’d witnessed. Spotting her at last, the men eyed 
her with suspicion. 

“This is my friend Cathe,” Eirika said as she approached. 

“Backup,” Cathe said with as much confidence as she 
could get out, glancing at Eirika’s sheathed sword, “In case 
you were any kind of threat.” They didn’t look impressed. 

“It’s a good thing they didn’t hurt me,” Eirika said, smiling 
to herself. 

Cathe scowled and turned to hide her face. “I’m still 
waiting on that kat,” she mumbled as they approached the 
mayor and his family’s home. 
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5 
THE STORY 


“What were you thinking running out there like that?” 

By midafternoon, Susana had gotten around to scolding 
her daughter after she’d put herself in danger that morning. 
The three men Eirika had brought to her and her husband 
had occupied their attention for some time. With effort, Eirika 
had convinced Daren to take them into his employ so they 
could help protect the village from outlaws. The now former 
bandits had surprised even her with their eagerness to work. 
Even Gren had somewhat warmed up to the idea once Daren 
had given his approval. 

However, Susana’s expression at the time had made it 
clear that despite their eagerness, she wouldn’t rush to trust 
these strangers as fast as Daren had, and the hours still hadn’t 
won her over. But she also had no intention of going against 
her husband’s wishes, nor did she want to meddle in the 
affairs of governing the village. So, for the time being she’d 
remained silent as Eirika had made the introductions. But 
now that Daren had taken the men out ona tour of the village, 
she took the chance to open her mouth and give her kids a 
piece of her mind. 

“Didn't I tell you to go straight home? And you!” She 
turned to Jacob. “Is it so hard for you to keep an eye on her?” 

Eirika and Cathe had stayed inside as well, and they 
watched from the background as Susana lectured her children. 
Sonia had a hard time listening to her mother as she kept 
glancing at the travelers. They all stood around the front 
room of the house, where the family had their small kitchen 
and dining table. Eirika hadn’t yet seen a larger house in the 
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village, but that didn’t mean much. The sun shone in from a 
single window, but the wood made the room come off dark 
anyway. The simple wooden furniture looked a bit flimsy, but 
it stood. One of the chairs had a leg shorter than the others, 
and Cathe fiddled around with it as a means of ignoring 
Susana’s lecture. 

“She wanted to play outside,” Jacob said, shrugging, “You 
know how annoying she is. How was I supposed to know 
what was going on?” 

Cathe paced back and forth, examining the room. She 
clicked her tongue in dissatisfaction and more than a hint of 
exaggeration. Eirika shifted her gaze between Susana and 
Cathe in a halfway successful attempt to keep track of 
everything going on. After a few more seconds of wandering, 
Cathe settled her attention on a shelf attached to the wall. 

“Tam not annoying!” Sonia shouted. 

“Quiet!” Susana shouted her children down. “Both of 
you!” 

Cathe had her eye on a small bauble of colored glass sitting 
alone on the shelf. It seemed only a small decoration worth 
little coin, but it stood out against the dark brown and gray of 
the room. Nothing else looked quite like it. Cathe looked 
around the room again, but her eyes couldn’t stop wandering 
back to that bauble. Eirika made sure to keep an eye on her. 

“You need to learn how to behave yourself, Sonia.” 
Susana’s voice softened. “One day, you’re going to grow up 
and have real responsibilities, you know. From now on, 
you're going to stay away from these dangerous people and 
let your brother take care of you.” 

Cathe flinched, but her stoic expression held. Jacob rolled 
his eyes and sighed, backing away from his mother and sister 
to lean against a wall. Eirika watched Cathe a bit closer, 
ignoring the others. Staring out a window, Cathe reached up 
to grab the bauble off the shelf and cup it behind her back. 
Eirika stepped over and snatched it out of her hand, then 
placed it back on the shelf. Cathe turned to give her a big grin. 

“T know how to protect myself!” Sonia said, punching the 
air. Cathe glanced over, and her grin grew even wider. 
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“Get that nonsense out of your head!” Susana shot back, 
“No man wants to marry a brute.” 

Cathe’s grin vanished in an instant. Her head turned as her 
mouth opened, but she caught herself and bit her tongue hard. 
Silent, she glared for more than a second before turning back 
away and blinking away her feelings. The whole time, Eirika 
watched her with concern before shifting her gaze to keep an 
eye on Susana. 

“When are you going to start listening to me?” Susana said, 
sounding desperate, “You never listen to me. I’m just afraid 
that you'll never learn the skills you'll need as a woman.” 

“It’s ‘cause I don’t want to cook or clean or any of that 
girly house stuff!” Sonia shouted back, “I want to go on 
adventures!” She ran across the room and into the little 
hallway leading to the bedrooms. 

“Sonia!” Susana shouted after her. 

Cathe watched Sonia go. “At least she knows not to listen 
to you,” she muttered under her breath. 

“What was that?” Susana demanded, fire in her eyes. She 
marched over to the outsiders and glared Cathe down. “You 
think I’m afraid of you? I don’t know what you foreign 
touched deviants think you’re doing in our town, but I won’t 
let you spread your corruption to my children. I know how to 
protect my own too!” 

Cathe glared back, refusing to break eye contact. Jacob 
took the opportunity to bolt out the front door. Before Cathe 
could get in another jab, Eirika stepped between them. 
“Alright, you know what? Let’s all take a deep breath.” 
Susana turned her glare on Eirika while Cathe broke away 
and paced. “I apologize for my friend. I’ll admit she’s got a bit 
of a temper, and, well, she's not much for tradition.” 

“T can speak for myself, thanks!” Cathe spat as she pivoted 
back to Susana, fists clenched. “You're killing that girl! Don’t 
you see that? This place is a prison. She’ll be shoved from 
prison to prison her whole life if no one cares about her 
needs.” 

Susana opened her mouth to shout back, but Eirika cut in 
again. “She’s just worried about her daughter's safety,” she 
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told Cathe, “You saw how close she got. Do you really think a 
little girl should be doing something like that?” Cathe 
scowled and mouthed “coward,” but Eirika turned to Susana 
before she could say anything out loud. “But it sounds like 
protection alone isn’t going to make her happy. When she’s 
older, if she still wants to travel the kingdom or even the 
wider world, for that matter, you shouldn’t hold her back. 
That would only push her away more. You'd be surprised 
how much she can achieve with your support.” 

“What makes you think I want parenting advice from 
women like you?” Susana pointed a finger in Eirika’s face. 
“You march into our town with that ridiculous outfit and 
insist upon loitering around our friends and family. You 
bring those shifty men in with you. And now you have the 
gall to tell me how to raise my daughter?” 

“It’s those men you should be worried about,” Cathe said. 
She turned to Eirika. “You can’t honestly expect bandits to 
settle for guard duty. How long do you bet until they get 
bored, rob the place, and run off?” 

“T knew it!” Susana said, “They’re bandits! You brought 
bandits into our town!” 

Eirika shot Cathe an annoyed look before turning back to 
Susana. “Their criminal days are behind them. They want to 
atone, it’s just that no one’s ever given them a chance before. 
Please, now that they’ve gotten that chance, it might set them 
back if they think you don’t trust them. We can make this 
village safe, but we have to work together.” 

“What, with bandits?” Susana said, “Do you want us to 
recruit beasts and foreigners too? But I suppose you would.” 

“Whatever the real problem is, it’s more than just bandits,” 
Eirika replied, “Crime is a symptom. We need to find the 
cause, and that means working together. Yes, even with 
people who’ve had to resort to theft. And anyone else we can 
find too.” 

Cathe let out a bitter chuckle. “The problem is all of us. 
People. It’s just the way we are, and the nobles refuse to keep 
us in check.” 

Eirika turned to her. “Then that’s why we’re going to the 
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capital.” Cathe snorted her derision, but Eirika ignored her, 
turning to Susana. “Look, I know we seem strange, but we’re 
trying to help you. We’re trying to help everyone.” 

Susana calmed down and relaxed a bit. “Well... Well, why 
don’t you let the men handle it, then?” 

“Men! Men! What's so special about men?” Cathe waved 
her arms about. 

Susana looked at Cathe, her mouth agape, but Eirika cut in. 
“Any men who want to help us are welcome to as far as I’m 
concerned. But Cathe is right. We shouldn’t have to leave 
these things to men. I mean, wouldn’t it be wonderful if Sonia 
grew up to help make the kingdom a better place?” 

“T want her to live a safe, normal life,” Susana replied, “But 
when she sees you two, she gets these ideas in her head like 
she’s going to go off and fight bandits herself. I'm just afraid 
she'll get herself killed or, or get her virtue stolen by some 
bard or something.” 

Eirika nodded and grew a worried frown. “She could 
stand not to be so reckless. She just ran up to me this morning. 
If there’d been any real danger, she could’ve gotten herself 
killed. Maybe I should talk to her about it.” 

Susana scrunched her face in frustration. “I wish you were 
wrong.” Her look of frustration held as she mulled over 
Eirika's offer. “Alright. Go ahead.” She threw her hands in the 
air. “I couldn’t stop you anyway. It’s just, why can’t she listen 
to me?” 

Cathe’s hard look softened despite herself, and Eirika grew 
a kind smile. “She doesn’t hate you, Susana. The fact that she 
can afford to act out like this is a sign that her life could be a 
lot worse. She’s lucky to have you. I wouldn't want anything 
to happen to either of you.” Her smile slipped, and Cathe 
raised her eyebrows. Susana couldn’t help but smile just a bit. 
“Okay, I'll go talk to her.” 

Cathe almost hopped to Eirika's side. “Oh, there’s no way 
I’m going to miss this.” 

“The kids’ room is at the end of the hall,” Susana said. 

They walked together into the short hallway leading to the 
two bedrooms. Around the corner, Cathe patted the wall to 
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assure herself that Susana couldn’t hear her whisper. “You're 
not really going to tell her to be a housewife, are you?” 

“Of course not," Eirika said as they walked down the hall, 
"But she needs to keep safe until she can get proper training. 
Hopefully, her mother can learn to support her no matter 
what kind of life she decides to lead.” 

They stopped in front of the door, and Cathe crossed her 
arms. “You make it sound supererogatory.” 

Eirika had grabbed the doorknob, but she stopped and 
furrowed her brow. “Yeah.” She stared at the door. “You're 
right. I didn’t mean to.” She stood silent, then let go and 
turned to stare at Cathe. “Supererogatory?” 

Cathe shrugged. “Must’ve picked it up somewhere.” She 
knocked Eirika’s hand aside to grab the doorknob and shove 
the door open. 

Sonia lay on top of the sheets of her bed, one of two, in the 
back corner of the little room, pouting at the wall. The creak 
of the door only prompted her arms to fold tighter. Eirika 
pushed the door shut behind Cathe and said, “Sonia?” 

At the sound of her voice, Sonia flipped over and sat bolt 
upright. “Can you teach me to fight like you? You’re so cool! 
The way you parried that bolt. And you’ve got that flaming 
heart, so people know not to mess with you!” She talked so 
fast that Eirika couldn’t get a word in, then spun to Cathe. 
“What do you do? I bet you’re the silent one who keeps to the 
shadows, and then right when they least expect it, bam! You 
get ‘em!” 

Cathe smiled wide. “You got me pegged, kid. The name’s 
Cathe. Most people don’t get the privilege of knowing my 
ways. But I like you, so I'll let you live.” 

Eirika sighed under her breath and walked to Sonia’s side. 
“You don’t want to learn to cook?” 

“Cooking’s so boring,” Sonia protested, “Mom’s always 
saying I have to learn to cook so I can be a good girl who sits 
around the house all day like she does, but I want to go on 
adventures and fight evildoers.” 

“And how are you going to feed yourself when you're out 
on your adventures?” Eirika put her hands on her hips. “Are 
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you going to beat the bad guys on an empty stomach? Have 
you ever thought about that? Cooking is important. It’s a 
survival skill. I wouldn’t be where I am now if I didn’t know 
how to cook.” 

“Your cooking’s not that great,” Cathe said as she paced in 
front of the door. 

“You don’t need to know anything fancy,” Eirika said, 
ignoring her, “Just the basics.” 

“Well, fine, but...” Sonia’s voice grew resigned. “But I 
want to learn to fight too.” 

“You shouldn’t be training with weapons until you're a bit 
older.” Sonia huffed, but Eirika went on. “And _ besides, 
heroes don’t go looking for people to beat up. That’s not what 
I do. The sword's for defending myself. My real weapons are 
my words." Cathe rolled her eyes. "I try to find people who've 
done harm so I can convince them to change their ways. Then 
they can make up for their mistakes. You’ve heard the story 
of Lady Eirika, right?” 

“Who's that?” Sonia asked. 

“That’s me! Your parents never told you about me?” Sonia 
shook her head with gusto. 

Cathe’s eyes went wide. “Ooh, ooh! I want to tell it!” A 
wide grin of false glee spread across her face. 

Eirika looked over her shoulder. “Go right ahead.” 

Cathe laughed and put on a devious smirk. “Alright kid, 
listen up.” She cleared her throat. “Once upon a time, there 
was a noble family praised throughout the land for its just 
ways.” Her voice rose to excessive drama. “They preserved 
law and order, built up a strong military to fight off foreign 
invaders, and all around kept their people safe. Everybody 
loved them, really. 

“But one day, a common pickpocket decided to try and 
steal from this great and honorable family. Who would do 
such a thing, you ask? Why, only the lowest, most amoral filth, 
I assure you! Naturally, the thief was caught in the act and 
brought to the magnanimous lord for a fair and just 
sentencing. That lowlife tried every excuse in the book. ‘I 
didn’t know who I was stealing from!’ ‘I was only trying to 
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eat!’ ‘I’ll never do it again!’” She gave the thief a mewling, 
pathetic voice. “Nevertheless, the lord sentenced the criminal 
to death, as no one would fall for such cheap tricks from such 
a petty liar. 

“No one, that is, except the young, naive, brainless Lady 
Eirika, daughter of the noble lord. She made the mistake of 
taking pity on the thief, and that very night, she broke into the 
dungeon and broke open the cell. The convict escaped, but 
Lady Eirika was caught instead. And do you know what?” 
She walked over and leaned in close. “She was beheaded in 
the thief’s place. Thwack!” The side of one hand smacked 
against her opposite palm. “Because sympathizing with 
criminals is the same as being one yourself.” She looked at 
Eirika with a satisfied smile. 

Sonia only gave her a blank stare before asking Eirika, 
“Are you a ghost?” 

“You bet!” Cathe turned away and scoffed as Sonia’s eyes 
widened. “I gave my life to grant that thief, a stranger mind 
you, a second chance at hers. Not that I want you getting hurt 
or anything. What I mean is, we shouldn’t be beating up the 
bad guys. We should be turning them into good guys. So, 
don’t go running off looking for a fight, okay? You’ve got to 
be careful. Think of how your mother would feel if you got 
yourself hurt in a fight. That’s why she chastises you.” 

“If you can’t fight bad guys, what do you do on 
adventures?” Sonia asked. 

“Well...” Eirika paused in thought. “I travel the world to 
spread my beliefs. Friendship, generosity, love—” 

“Friendship only lasts as long as it’s convenient. 
Generosity gets you taken advantage of. Love is selfish.” 
Cathe spoke in a playful, singsong voice. “And now you've 
got me spouting worse clichés than you.” 

“T think love can make you a better person.” A hint of 
regret crept into Eirika’s voice. 

“Yuck!” Sonia said, “I’m never going to let a boy tell me 
what to do.” Cathe’s smile widened. 

“Loving someone doesn’t mean they control your life.” 
Eirika’s voice grew cheerful again. “If you want to spend your 


59 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


life with someone, the two of you can go on adventures 
together. They could be like your sidekick!” 

Cathe let out a single noisy laugh. “Are you sure you want 
to be filling her head with those kinds of ideas? Lovers 
running off into the night. A noble and a commoner having a 
secret affair.” She grasped for inspiration. “A merchant girl 
captivated by the irresistible allure of a charming thief!” She 
shot Eirika a seductive look. “These stories don’t end well.” 

Eirika gave Cathe only a glance before turning back to 
Sonia. “When your love is strong and true, it spreads to 
everyone around you. People will learn to cherish it.” 

“Yeah, that’s how that works,” Cathe muttered. 

“And if they don’t, you'll just have to make them,” Eirika 
said in an upbeat voice, “My point is, don’t give up on love 
this early in your life. There’s a lot more to it than you know.” 

Sonia scrunched up her face and looked down at the bed. 
“What about you? Do you want to spend your life with 
someone?” 

Cathe’s pacing stopped as Eirika’s smile faded. “Yeah...” 
Eirika said, hesitating, “I haven’t told anyone yet, but I’m 
actually looking for him. His name is James. He’s a knight, 
I’m sure of it, and a great man.” She heard Cathe cough. 
“That's all I know, though. See, I don’t know everything 
about the kingdom, but I do know some things. And I know 
he’s the type of man who’d jump at the chance to join me on 
my quest. Of course, I’d have to find him to really fall in love, 
but, well, call it destiny if you want.” Her eyes gleamed as she 
clenched her fist and smiled, and Cathe covered her mouth to 
stop herself from laughing. 

“Okay,” Sonia said, “If you can do it then I guess it’s 
okay.” 

Eirika took a breath and calmed herself. “What I’m trying 
to say is, you should do some thinking about what kinds of 
adventures you want to go on. Is it really all about fighting 
criminals? Do you have a code of honor? Or do you just want 
to see the world? And you should figure out what you don’t 
like about home life. You don’t want to throw out the good 
with the bad.” She held a finger up and smiled. “And 
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whatever you decide, don’t go jumping into things too fast. 
Even the most skilled warriors have to train to get where they 
are.” 

“That's a lot of work, though,” Sonia said. 

“But it’s worth it if you love what you’re doing,” Eirika 
said, and Sonia smiled. 

The door opened behind Cathe. Eirika turned to watch her 
back out of the way as Sonia’s brother Jacob shuffled into the 
room. He kicked the door shut before stopping and staring, 
having only now noticed the travelers. “What are the freaks 
doing here?” he asked in a disaffected monotone, “I thought 
Mom would've kicked you out by now.” 

Cathe looked at Eirika and raised her eyebrows. “We've 
got a charmer, I see.” 

Eirika opened her mouth, but Sonia spoke first. “They’re 
teaching me about adventuring. And they’re not freaks!” 

Jacob scoffed. “Please. Girls can’t fight. I don’t know how 
they sweet-talked their way out of that shadow town.” He 
gave Cathe a smug grin. “But I’m too smart for that. I could 
get you kicked out of town you know, so what are you going 
to do for me?” 

Cathe sighed. Then she stepped in close, grabbed him by 
his shirt collar, and shoved him against the wall. His feet slid 
out from under him, but she kept a tight grip on his shirt to 
keep him upright. With her free hand, she pulled her dagger 
from its sheath, and his eyes widened. 

“Cathe!” Eirika shouted. 

“It’s okay, Sonia,” Cathe said in a soothing tone, keeping 
her eyes locked on Jacob’s, “I’m not going to hurt your 
brother.” Sonia sat frozen on her bed, and Eirika held a stern 
look. “Because I think he and I agree on the most important 
thing here.” She waved her dagger back and forth in front of 
his face. “See, I’ve got a theory, a theory that says this thing 
right here is just as sharp no matter who’s holding it. Do you 
agree, or should we test it out?” 

He shook with fear as Eirika saw the skin on the back of 
Cathe’s neck shimmer at the edge of perception. “Lost your 
voice?” Cathe said with an unfamiliar, lower aspect on top of 
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her normal pitch. She blinked. “I think he gets it.” Her voice 
returned to normal, and the shimmer vanished. Eirika 
frowned. “Don’t worry.” Cathe put away her dagger and 
patted Jacob on the shoulder, “I won’t tell anyone how weak 
you are.” 

Eirika examined her. “Maybe we should go.” 

“Yeah, let’s go tell Susana all the stuff you’ve been 
teaching her daughter.” Cathe clapped her hands together. 
“See you later, Sonia. It’s been a blast meeting you.” 

As they left the room, Jacob shook with his back to the wall 
while Sonia held a hand to her mouth to cover a giggle. In the 
hallway, Eirika turned and put her hand on Cathe’s shoulder. 
“Was that necessary? He’s just a kid.” 

Cathe brushed her hand aside. “The perfect time to learn 
how the world works. He said it himself. Your sweet-talk 
wasn’t going to teach him anything. Some people need a 
more aggressive lesson.” Eirika only managed a sigh and a 
shake of the head as they walked back down the hallway. 
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6 
WHAT YOU OWE 


The temple loomed tall over the small wooden buildings of 
the farming village. Dark stone, top to bottom, its stone roof 
sloped steep into a towering sharp peak. Above the large 
square door, a painted symbol of a three-link chain marked its 
faith in bright yellow. By far the sturdiest and best kept 
structure in the place, none who passed by could help but 
admire it. In other towns, it might’ve lost its luster amidst 
more impressive surroundings, but here it imposed itself, 
insisting upon its majesty. The villagers seemed to believe it. 

Though outside any scheduled time of worship, some still 
wandered in and out of the temple as they went about their 
day, some for spiritual reasons, others just to socialize. At 
around noon, many passed by the place as a planned part of 
their daily routines to give themselves the excuse. Even so, 
Eirika couldn’t tell how many of them paid their respects out 
of genuine piety and how many acted out of obligation to the 
preacher standing outside the door. 

The old man had white hair and almost as white skin. His 
long, white robe, cleaner than any of the other locals’ 
garments, hung down to simple shoes and would’ve hung 
past his wrinkled hands if not for his copy of Our Master's 
History. He didn't read from it, though, holding it instead at 
his waist while shouting his gospel at passersby. 

“Come, brothers and sisters. Bask in the joy of serving 
your Master. For we must never forget that our place is in His 
hands, doing His work, and honing our fellow tools. Emerge 
from His earthly forge sharpened and sturdy, and He will 
grant you the honor of serving His needs for all eternity. But 
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fail Him, and you will know only oblivion, for what right 
does any tool have to exist if it is not useful to its Master?” 

The previous night had slipped them by without incident. 
Eirika and Cathe had eaten a modest but flavorful dinner at 
Daren and Susana’s home; the couple had treated them with 
the utmost kindness once the former outlaws had proven 
their newfound loyalty. That night, though, the mayor had 
found only a small barn at the edge of the village for them to 
sleep in. None of the villagers had had any open space, 
unaccustomed to housing visitors and unwilling to make 
room. Even the village’s new protectors had gotten crammed 
into similar quarters until Daren could have more formal 
housing built for them. Nonetheless, Eirika had thanked them 
for their hospitality, and Cathe hadn’t complained. She’d only 
said she’d grown used to sleeping on the ground anyway. 

She had complained, though, when Eirika had suggested 
they stay an extra day to make sure the recruits got along 
with their new neighbors, mocking her for stalling after she’d 
insisted on getting to the capital. Eirika had reminded her of 
how she’d so doubted the men’s loyalty, and after only a 
minute’s further protest, Cathe had resigned herself to one 
more day in the village. 

The next day at noon with a ranting preacher and his 
temple across the road, Eirika, Cathe, and the three recruits 
loitered at the center of the village, chatting about nothing. 
The clouds had grown thicker and darker than the day before, 
but the sun shone through, at least for the moment. Eirika 
engaged with the men, eager to infer their opinions of their 
new environment and its denizens. They saw through her 
transparent attempts at small talk but kept polite about it. 
While they talked, Cathe hung back against a wall, feigning 
disinterest better than Eirika could. 

Daren had run off to take care of some mayoral business, 
having gotten to the point of comfort with leaving them all 
alone. Susana and Sonia had kept to the house, Sonia insisting 
her mother teach her to cook fresh hunted game, much to her 
surprise and confusion. In her shock, she hadn’t seen her 
daughter peer after the travelers as they left the house. 
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Glancing at the preacher across the road, Eirika saw Jacob 
emerge from around a corner, spot her, and turn to run off in 
the opposite direction. She sighed. “He’ll be afraid of women 
his whole life now.” She glanced over her shoulder at Cathe, 
who leaned against a wall with her arms folded across her 
chest, staring into the middle distance. 

Cathe laughed under her breath. “Good.” 

Jones glanced at the boy as he scurried away. “What did 
you two do to him?” 

“Taught him a lesson in survival,” Cathe said, waving a 
dismissive hand. Kevan cracked a grin. 

“Like the one you gave us?” Gren asked, looking at Eirika, 
“You'll kill the kid.” 

“Ym afraid he’ll take it the wrong way,” Eirika said, still to 
Cathe, “How will he treat women who don’t stand up for 
themselves? If I could’ve spent more time with him—” 

“Whatever you say, milady.” Cathe rolled her eyes. “Why 
don’t we just put you in charge of everything?” She went 
back to staring at nothing. 

Eirika sighed and resigned herself. She stepped back to 
lean against the wall next to Cathe. They relaxed, but neither 
looked at the other. The men watched them, shuffling about, 
then looked back and forth at one another, none of them 
willing to open their mouth. One by one, the awkward silence 
drove their attention back to the noisy preacher. 

“Do not neglect your role in life, your fit, your station. 
Give over your mind and bend your body to His will, such 
that your Master may use you as He sees fit. Do well to 
remember that congregation is not the extent of our obligation. 
A well-built tool knows to prove himself in every moment of 
his life. Our Master sees all, and He will surely punish those 
who partake in ritual purely for personal gain.” 

As the speech dragged on, Cathe’s face tensed into a scowl. 
“Who falls for this?” she muttered at no one. 

Gren jerked his head. “You got something to say?” 

Cathe’s eyes drifted to his. Her eyebrows raised. She let 
out a chuckle, then a burst of forced laughter. “Lighten up, 
will you? Don’t let the babble get to your head.” 
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“Filthy little blasphemer!” Gren took a threatening step 
forward. 

As Cathe kept laughing, Kevan stepped in front of Gren 
and placed a firm hand on his shoulder, his legs planted hard 
as a brick wall. Gren looked up at his friend’s severe but calm 
expression and let out a slow breath, stopping himself from 
going any further. Nonetheless, his impotent anger still clung 
to his face. 

But Cathe wouldn’t take the opportunity to back down. 
“Temper, temper, young man,” she said in a patronizing 
voice, “Or would you rather we have the law hold it for 
you?” 

“Cathe.” Eirika put a hand on her shoulder. 

“She’s right, Gren, like it or not,” Jones said with a look of 
understanding, “We've got a good thing going here for once. 
Don’t mess it up for us.” 

Gren’s gaze dropped. “Yeah, well...” He looked to each of 
the others, searching for something. “Well, what about her?” 
His gaze settled on Eirika and Cathe. “How would the village 
like you if they knew about your heathen talk?” He spat and 
turned away. 

As Jones took his shoulder and the three walked off 
together, Eirika leaned in close to Cathe. “Please, Cathe, can 
we show their beliefs a bit more respect? I know you don’t 
want to get in hot water with the locals any more than I do.” 

Cathe brought a hand to her forehead. “It’s only for you 
that I’m here at all. I’d just as soon avoid these people 
altogether, but I’ve got something to prove, haven’t I? We’ve 
got our game to play.” She giggled. “Look how easy that one 
lost it!” Eirika sighed but couldn’t get any more out, so she 
looked away. 

“Call to your mind the deepest, darkest, emptiest abyss, an 
abyss stretching on and on, forever downward. Imagine you 
are falling, falling into this abyss, falling for all eternity. The 
reality of true death is far worse than the most depraved 
depths of your imagination. And make no mistake, death is 
all that would await you without your Master, all you would 
deserve. Your Master provides you not only your life, not 
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only His proving ground, but your eternal purpose so you 
might never find yourself useless to Him.” 

Cathe wrinkled her nose. “Why would you want to believe 
in this miserable nonsense, anyway?” 

“Tt can be a comfort,” Eirika said, watching the preacher, 
“An inspiration.” 

“Are we listening to the same guy?” 

Eirika opened her mouth but paused as the sound of 
hurried footsteps reached her ears. Furrowing her brow, she 
turned to find Kent running in her direction just as he’d done 
when he’d spotted the bandits the day before. At every 
villager he passed he’d stop, pant out a few words that Eirika 
couldn’t make out, then hurry on to the next after getting a 
confused shrug in response. Eirika watched him zigzag across 
the road to as many people as possible, getting a quick shake 
of the head from Jones before his frantic dash at last turned to 
her and Cathe. As he grew close, he slowed as if uncertain 
whether to bother with them. 

“Are you looking for something?” Eirika asked. 

“Have you seen the mayor? Do you know where he is?” 
His words came out rushed, his eyes darting back and forth. 

Eirika looked at Cathe, then the men across the way. Jones 
shook his head again looking nonetheless alert and ready to 
act, and Cathe shrugged. “Sorry,” Eirika said, “What’s going 
on?” 

“Tax collectors!” he shouted, all but cutting Eirika off. He 
turned away and looked around the road in a frenzy. 

Cathe chuckled under her breath. “You don’t think they 
can wait a few minutes?” 

“No, no, we can’t make them wait!” He dashed away. 
“They've brought soldiers! And the Green Cavalier!” He’d 
run so fast Eirika only just made out that title. 

She watched him disappear around a corner. “The Green 
Cavalier?” 

“Don’t tell me there’s a story you’ve never heard,” Cathe 
said. 

“T know the story,” Eirika replied, “But how did someone 
earn that title?” 
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“Oh, he’s a brute, that one...” Cathe didn’t look too 
concerned. “A paranoid bully, I heard, must be staying in one 
of the Rand mansions these days. These nobles and their 
knights have got no discipline if you ask me.” 

Eirika narrowed her eyes and scanned Cathe’s face, then 
shook her head. “Who’s the Red Cavalier, then? If there’s a 
Green, there’s got to be a Red, right?” 

“Hmm? Oh, yeah, the Red Cavalier. That'll be Sir James 
Eston.” She locked eyes with Eirika and smiled ear to ear. 

Eirika’s eyes widened, then narrowed in anger. But before 
she could speak her mind, Cathe turned away. Blinking and 
holding her tongue, she followed her gaze to see Daren 
coming their way, marching with purpose in every step from 
right where Kent had disappeared to. She forced herself to 
relax. 

“How’s this going to play out?” Cathe asked like she 
might've cared. 

The three recruits who’d come to rest and talk by the 
temple now stood at full attention as their new employer 
approached them. The chatter of other villagers, having 
remained low in the background of their conversation, now 
grew louder and louder. The preacher, on the other hand, had 
gone silent. The road cleared, the villagers scurrying onto 
adjoining streets and the preacher rushing to hide inside his 
sanctuary. Eirika turned her gaze further down the road 
opposite the mayor’s approach, and she found what they'd all 
run from. 

The group of about a dozen men marched in perfect 
formation toward them all. Eirika, Cathe, the recruits, and the 
mayor stood facing the procession on a now otherwise empty 
road, a procession that marked a stark contrast to the villagers 
and, for that matter, to the residents of the shadow town as 
well. All in immaculate dress, even the plainest wore dark 
green button up shirts with patterns more intricate even than 
those on Eirika’s cloak. Somehow, their bright white pants 
hadn’t yet attracted the dirt of the road. At the outer edges, 
the men surrounding the sides wore light steel armor over 
leather. 
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As they marched ever closer, Eirika at last took in the man 
at the front of the pack. She froze. Her eyes widened; her 
breath shortened. Bright, ostentatious armor covered his body, 
leaving no vulnerability below the neck. An emblem of a 
green tree blooming with yellow flowers stood painted across 
his chest. 

Eirika, though, stared transfixed at his face. His light tan, 
sharp features complemented a tense frown. He’d combed his 
brown hair back straight and neat, or perhaps he’d had a 
servant comb it for him. His head jerked side to side, his 
disgust leaking onto the shoddy wooden buildings around 
him. 

Eirika blinked and lost her balance, catching herself with 
an unbreaking gaze. Cathe looked at her, then at the man, 
then picked herself up off the wall. Keeping her eyes on 
Eirika’s, she crept to her side as quiet as she could. Her 
confusion turned to fascination, and the intrigue brought a 
hint of a smile to her lips. She flicked a finger across Eirika’s 
vision. 

Eirika’s gaze didn’t break. “He’s the Green Cavalier...” It 
didn’t quite sound like a question or a statement. 

Cathe’s smile widened. “He sure is.” She stood by Eirika’s 
side and gazed out with her, hands on her hips. 

Daren stood in the center of the road, square against the 
procession with his three protectors behind him. The three 
had also caught sight of the knight, and of them only Kevan 
managed to hide his seething contempt with any degree of 
success. A few seconds later, Eirika had regained enough 
awareness to catch the mayor looking at her, and she 
swallowed, forcing on her bright, cheery face. Jogging out to 
him, she left Cathe to wander back to her wall and pull up her 
hood. 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked, managing 
not to stumble over her words, “Could we get them to be 
lenient with you?” 

Daren shook his head. “We can’t afford to haggle, not with 
him. That man will make misery for us if we’re not careful.” 
He gave his recruits a firm look before turning back to Eirika. 
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“These three told me what you did. They’re committed. 
They’ve proven that. Taxes will always be tough, but maybe 
you can keep the Green Cavalier in good spirits.” He looked 
half convinced. 

Eirika looked at the knight once again. Her breath turned 
uneven as she examined the hatred on his face, trying to find 
something, anything else in there. “Okay.” She seemed 
unaware of the word exiting her mouth. 

Gren scowled. “Can't believe we’ve got to put up with 
these fancy-dressed thugs.” He glared at the tax collectors. 
“Don’t they have enough coin already?” 

Daren turned on him and shoved a finger in his face. But 
the tax collectors would soon come within earshot, so he 
turned back to face the Green Cavalier with his head held 
high and waited for the knight to approach. “Hello, good sir. 
Welcome.” His voice came out too gruff for his words. “I’m 
the mayor of this village. It’s an honor to host you all.” 

“You have the pleasure of addressing Sir Nathan Herth,” 
the knight said with a burdened voice, stopping and 
examining his hosts with the same disdain he’d shown for the 
lifeless buildings. The rest of his group stood still and silent, 
almost holding their breaths. “We left our kats at the edge of 
this... place. I trust they'll be safe for our short visit.” 

“Yes, of course, sir.” Daren let out an awkward chuckle, 
then cleared his throat and steadied himself. “My people 
know better than to do wrong by a man such as yourself. 
Same anywhere else, I’m sure!” 

“Yes,” Sir Nathan said, “I’d prefer we get this over with 
quickly. I’d have thought this sort of work beneath me...” His 
disdain oozed off his face. “Do you know how much you 
owe?” He seemed not to care. 

“Lord Rand has raised the tax since our last visit!” a man 
in a button up shirt shouted from behind. The knight tensed 
at the sound of his voice and seethed as he pulled out a piece 
of brown paper. Daren hurried to the tax collector, and they 
stepped away from the group, whispering in haste. 

Eirika took a step forward, but with her assertion, she 
caught the knight’s attention. His eyes narrowed, and she 
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froze beneath his gaze, gripping the sides of her legs. Her 
gaze rose to meet his, and they stared at each other while the 
others looked on. “Who are you, anyway?” he asked, 
examining her body like some artifact in a scholar’s study. 
“What possesses you, girl? Such preposterous garments for 
one of your station.” He gave her a condescending laugh. 
“Surely if this village can afford such an eyesore, it can afford 
to pay its lord a bit more than we thought.” 

Eirika’s breath released, but her gaze dropped to his feet. 
“Ym...” She swallowed. “I’m the ghost of Lady Eirika.” The 
words came out quick and quiet. “My clothes aren’t from this 
village. They’re mine, just mine. I’m not from around here.” 

“Lady?” Sir Nathan said in a harsh tone, “No mock fancy 
dress can mask the dirt and smell of peasantry. Impersonation 
is grounds for imprisonment.” 

“Just Eirika then!” she blurted out, her breath quickening, 
“The title’s not important, just a bit of flair.” She let out a bout 
of nervous laughter, then swallowed. 

Daren and the tax collector entered the temple, leaving 
Eirika behind with Sir Nathan. He gave them a disinterested 
glance before turning back on her. “Parasites like you have 
got no right to pretend you’re anything else. You'll not be 
allowed to pull the rest of us down with you.” 

Eirika blinked hard and said nothing. Kevan and Gren 
stared at her, dumbfounded, while Jones’s gaze held only pity 
and a hint of understanding. She felt all three press into her. 
Taking a deep breath, she firmed up and forced herself to 
look Sir Nathan in the eyes. “You're a knight. With the lord 
and his coin on your side, you’ve got a lot more power than I 
do when it comes to helping these little villages. Have you 
heard about the recent bandit attacks?” 

“That’s not my concern,” Sir Nathan said as if brushing 
away an insect, “You commoners need to take care of 
yourselves. Stop expecting your betters to solve your 
problems. I should be working with decent folk, not dealing 
with the likes of you. Now keep your mouth shut, and I'll try 
to forget I ever saw you.” He looked past her and sighed. 
“Too much of a hassle anyway.” 
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Eirika opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She stood 
impotent, her mouth agape, then closed it, swallowed, and 
looked at anything other than the knight. Jones closed his 
eyes and looked away. Gren’s face filled with disgust while 
Kevan stood stone-faced, his arms crossed. Through it all, she 
saw Cathe still leaning against that wall in that same spot, her 
hood up. Now, though, her eyes beneath the hood kept a 
dead lock on the knight. 

By the time Eirika built up the courage to look back at him, 
he’d shifted his gaze to the temple from where Daren and the 
tax collector now walked. The tax collector carried a large 
cloth sack over his shoulder, and he struggled to keep it up. 
Both groups watched with bated breath as the knight 
marched away to join them. 

“It’s about time,” Sir Nathan said to no one in particular, 
“Are we satisfied?” 

“They had enough,” the tax collector replied, “Barely.” 

“My Master, that’s a lot of coin,” Jones said, holding his 
forehead. He took a glance at the tax collectors and 
suppressed a growl. 

Gren took a step forward, glaring at the sack of money as 
the man carrying it brought it to the other tax collectors for 
examination. “They’re the same as us...” he muttered, 
“Worse.” He looked across at Eirika. “And you're just going 
to let them go.” 

His voice pulled her back into the world, and she turned to 
look at him. He now glared at Sir Nathan, his foot tapping 
and his hand twitching. Eirika stepped over to him and put 
her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t do anything rash,” she 
whispered, “We can’t afford the lord’s army coming down on 
us.” 

“You can take this group easy,” he spat back. 

“T can’t fight an army. Not without a massacre.” 

He looked down and clenched his fists in impotent fury. 
“It’s not right...” Gritting his teeth, he pulled his head back 
up and glared at the man with the bag of money. Eirika 
watched him with concern, but she couldn’t say anything 
back. “It’s just not right.” In her silence, he marched off 
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toward the tax collectors. “Hey!” One of the soldiers turned. 
“Yeah, you! All of you!” 

“Gren!” Eirika got out at last, but he’d stopped listening. 

He parked himself in front of Sir Nathan. “I’ve been hired 
to protect this village from thieving lowlifes. I’d hate to 
neglect my duty.” 

Sir Nathan turned to tower over him. “What was that?” 

Jones swatted the air. “Gren, get back here!” He and Kevan 
glared at Gren, but he didn’t seem to notice. 

Instead, he puffed up his chest and took one last step to Sir 
Nathan, shoving his face within inches of the knight’s. 
“Bandits are starving. What’s your excuse?” 

Sir Nathan didn’t so much as flinch. “I ought to cut you 
down where you stand.” 

Daren, too scared to speak until now, jolted when he heard 
the knight's threat and ran to his side. “Please forgive Gren, 
Sir. He’s only been in the village a day, and he hasn’t gotten 
settled in yet, uh, obviously.” 

Sir Nathan twisted his head to the mayor. “So now 
peasants are hiring thugs to threaten their betters. Perhaps I 
ought to return with a few more soldiers under my command, 
teach this village some respect.” 

“Nate!” Eirika blurted out, “...um, Nathan. Sir.” 

“You presume!” Nathan spun to face her, and Daren 
breathed a sigh of relief. Gren grew a devious smile. 

“My apologies, Sir Nathan,” Eirika said, bowing, “Daren’s 
only trying to protect the village. Times have been tough, and 
Gren’s been desperate and hungry for a long time. I brought 
him here. If someone has to be punished, it ought to be me.” 

Gren’s smile vanished. “How can you let them get away 
with this?” 

“You're going to get us all killed!” Jones shouted back as 
he and Kevan stood frozen in the distance, glaring at both 
Gren and the knight. Gren looked back on his friends with a 
betrayed disgust. 

“Please, good sir,” Daren said, “He doesn’t speak for 
anyone but himself.” 

Nathan chuckled. “Then I suppose you'll agree with me 
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giving him his justice right here?” He reached for his sword. 

“Wait!” Eirika said, stepping between Nathan and Gren, 
“Let the village decide his punishment.” 

Nathan laughed even harder. “Leave justice in the hands 
of peasants?” 

“Then arrest him. Don’t kill him. Take him to be judged by 
your lord. It was only words. There’s no reason to spill 
blood.” Nathan’s incredulity didn’t change. “Think of what 
would happen to your reputation if your company saw you 
cut down an unarmed man.” 

Nathan’s confidence drained, and he turned to the rest of 
his party. They glanced back and forth at each other in silence, 
dodging his gaze. Some of the tax collectors backed away. 
“Fine,” he muttered, “If you're all too squeamish to see a little 
blood, then you can take this criminal to Lord Rand.” He 
grabbed Gren by the arm and shoved him at the group as 
Daren jumped out of the way. Eirika and the locals gathered 
in one spot. 

“What is this?!” Gren shouted back at them as the guards 
took hold of him, “Do you not even care?” 

“Just go quietly,” Daren said, “You'll be alright.” He 
looked uncomfortable. 

Jones couldn’t bear to look at Gren, and his words came 
out in a rasp. “There’s nothing we can do.” 

The guards clapped shackles on Gren’s hands and grabbed 
his shoulders to lead him off. His scowl turned to a look of 
hopelessness, and his resistance subsided as Nathan and the 
guards surrounded him, shielding him from view. The tax 
collectors kept their distance as they trailed behind the rest. 

Eirika stood silent and watched, her breath calming but 
her eyes forlorn. “I should have seen it before.” Her gaze 
dropped to her feet, and she sighed when she saw Daren 
walking around to her. “Do they always take that much?” 

Daren grunted. “They've been taking more and more. Our 
best crops too. And the merchants pay a pittance for what’s 
left. We’ve been having to choose between crops to feed 
ourselves and coin for everything else.” 

“Ym sorry.” Eirika shook her head. “No wonder there’s so 
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many bandits. We’ll do something about it, all of it.” She 
watched the tax collectors walk away. “What's going to 
happen to Gren?” 

“Hopefully, he’ll get off easy once they hand him over to 
Lord Rand. A lot better than he’d have gotten without you.” 

Eirika said nothing, staring out at the tax collectors and 
then at nothing, and Daren walked back over to his remaining 
shaken protectors. When at last she returned from her 
thoughts, she turned to the wall where Cathe had idled 
watching events play out, the wall that, she discovered, now 
stood empty. 

Her eyes darted back and forth, searching in desperation. 
Across the empty road, she found the tax collectors vanishing 
around a corner. Then, closer but subtler, Cathe’s distinct 
figure ducked into a gap on that same side of the road. With 
neither hesitation nor one word to the others, she bolted off. 

Running as fast as she could, she arrived at the gap in a 
matter of seconds, but when she scanned the area, Cathe had 
already passed out of sight. She dashed down the narrow 
passage, kicking up dirt until she neared an intersection and 
stopped herself. Sticking to the wall, she peered around the 
corner. 

Cathe snuck along the wall of this second passage, keeping 
to the darkest part of the shadows. Not far ahead, the last of 
the tax collectors walked past along the road. Eirika gritted 
her teeth, steadied herself, and walked straight out toward 
her, tall and confident. As she closed in, her quarry spun to 
face her, but Eirika grabbed her by the shoulder and pinned 
her against the wall. 

“What did I tell you?” she spat through clenched teeth. 

Cathe showed no fear in returning her aggression. “I don’t 
have time to play with you right now, so why don’t you run 
back to your peasant friends and let mommy work.” 

“lm not going to let you kill him.” She glared into 
Cathe’s eyes, inches away. 

“Oh, but Nate can kill whomever he wants.” Cathe let out 
a loud, sharp laugh. 

“He hasn’t killed anyone!” Eirika almost lost what little 
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cool she had left. “Okay? Think! What are you going to do, 
kill them all? The whole group? What’s Rand going to do 
when he finds their corpses right outside this village?” 

“Please. You know how easy it is to make these things look 
like bandit attacks? Besides, no one’s going to miss old Nate.” 

Eirika’s free hand shot to her sword. Her breath stuck in 
her throat, and all her anger turned to horror at her own 
action. Cathe’s eyes went wide. Eirika dropped her hands to 
her side and backed away to the opposite wall. “Not him.” 
The words scraped out. 

Cathe saw something in Eirika’s eyes. She turned away 
and bit her lips. “His time will come,” she whispered, “One of 
these days. If not me...” 

Eirika shook her head. “No. No, after we talk to the king, 
after we make him understand, I can find Nathan again and... 
and make him better.” 

Cathe looked up at Eirika and, for a moment, smiled. “You 
really do believe all that, don’t you?” She looked out at the 
empty road, lowered her eyes, and turned to walk away from 
it. “It’s not important, anyway.” 

“Thank you.” The words brought Cathe to a halt, and she 
nodded before moving again. 

They walked in silence back out onto the main road. Even 
now, Daren and the others stood in the same spot as before, 
talking in serious, hushed tones. The other villagers had 
emerged from hiding after the commotion had died down, 
and the preacher had started his sermon once again. Most of 
the village had left the event behind. 

Daren saw them approach and turned away from the 
others. “Where’d you get off to?” 

“Cathe and I had to talk for a second.” They both 
attempted to give him a smile. 

Daren nodded. “Listen, Lady Eirika or whoever you are. 
You really did something for us here. I can’t thank you 
enough. It’s made me realize how much we need some good 
strong protection of our own. Maybe even expanding to other 
villages if they’re up for it.” 

Eirika’s smile turned real, and she blinked hard. “That 
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sounds like a great idea.” 

“The nobles aren’t going to help us any,” Jones said with a 
look of deep hatred, “Merchants neither. No one can change 
that, not even you. We’ve got to look out for each other. I just 
hope we'll all be smarter than Gren was.” He went silent but 
swallowed and nodded before anyone could say anything. 
“We'll find more recruits. Maybe convince some more bandits 
to do some good, eh?” A short laugh forced its way out. 

“It’s a start at least,” Daren said with a sigh, “You two 
would be a real asset, but I know you’ve got to be off soon. 
You're needed elsewhere.” 

“Yeah,” Eirika replied, “It looks like you all can take care 
of things down here. We’ve got to move up in scale, get the 
king and the nobles on this. And we will.” She gave Jones a 
sympathetic look. 

Daren chuckled. “Well, you can at least stay the night and 
have some more of Susana’s cooking.” His mood lifted. 
“Head out bright and early. What else can I get for you? You 
deserve whatever you want.” 

Eirika paused for only a second. “Well, actually, we could 
use a kat if you can spare one. Much faster than walking, you 
know?” Cathe’s eyes went wide. 

“Ah, sure!” Daren patted Eirika on the shoulder. “That’s 
nothing. I can’t believe they didn’t give you one down south. 
Follow me. I’ll show you what we’ve got, figure out which 
ones like you.” He walked off down the road as Jones and 
Kevan left in the other direction, leaning on one another. 

Eirika hung back until only Cathe could hear her. “Believe 
me now?” She elbowed Cathe’s side before jogging up to 
Daren. Cathe brought a hand to her forehead and sighed, then 
followed behind. 
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fi 
LADY 


They rode off from the little village the next morning just 
as the first crack of sunlight formed on the horizon. The 
clouds had gathered overhead until they’d covered most of 
the sky in a thin white, but when the sun rose that morning, 
its yellow light brightened their trip, if only for a short while. 

The plains northwest of the village ran flat and merciful 
with only a few gentle, rolling hills that their new kat sprinted 
over with ease. Trees had grown scarce allowing them to see 
well off into the distance on all sides. Far from the thin road, 
they sometimes caught a glimpse of small patches of 
farmland, but they never got a close enough look to see 
anyone working on them. All alone on the road that morning, 
they could afford to ride fast, but all alone with a cloudy sky 
and an untalkative partner, Eirika grew melancholy. At least 
this road looked well tread. 

Daren had graced them with a strong and sturdy black kat. 
He’d bragged that the boy could run at a decent pace for an 
entire day without rest, and he’d taken to Cathe in an instant, 
nuzzling her side. Daren had offered to give them two, but 
Eirika had assured him that they’d only need one and 
thanked him for his kindness. Nonetheless, he’d made sure to 
provide them with simple reins and a saddle big enough for 
the two of them. They’d only seen a couple saddles like it, 
though he’d claimed the village had plenty. Last, he’d insisted 
on giving them a small saddlebag with lunch and canteens for 
the ride saying they ought not have to hunt or gather. 

The night had passed them by without event just as the 
previous one had. They'd eaten a humble dinner, made sure 
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to say their goodbyes to everyone, washed themselves one at 
a time in a secluded stream, and gone to sleep early knowing 
they’d head out at dawn. Eirika had wished them all good 
luck for the future, and she’d promised Sonia they’d see each 
other again someday. 

Cathe sat in front and steered the kat. He liked her best, 
and she knew the roads through the kingdom far better than 
Eirika did. She had, of course, insisted upon the arrangement, 
and Eirika had agreed without a second thought. Eirika 
leaned against Cathe’s back, holding onto her waist for 
stability and scanning the horizon as she always did. She 
looked distracted by the emptiness, and for a while, Cathe 
focused on the road. They rode in silence for about an hour 
before Cathe deigned to react to Eirika’s mood. 

“You're awfully quiet,” she said, cocking her head a bit, “I 
thought you'd spend the whole trip lecturing me.” Her voice 
took on a mocking tone. 

“And I thought you liked the silence,” Eirika mocked back, 
showing a smile that Cathe couldn’t see. 

Cathe shrugged. “Should I pester you, then?” When she 
didn’t get a response, she asked, “How do you know the 
Green Cavalier?” 

Eirika’s smile vanished, and for a long moment she didn’t 
say anything. “I don’t,” she answered at last, coming off less 
than confident. 

“You're a terrible liar, you know that?” Cathe didn’t put 
any judgement in it. 

“He’s nobody.” The sentence came out cold. 

“No, he isn’t. Lady Eirika might not know him, but you 
do.” They rode in tense silence for a few seconds. Then Cathe 
scoffed. “Ah, I knew you'd break. I guess I just didn’t know 
how.” She sounded almost disappointed. “There’s something 
real in there, and real people don’t act like Lady Eirika.” 

Eirika took a deep breath, letting it out slow. She closed 
her eyes. “Iam a symbol.” 

Cathe shook her head. “The world isn’t made of symbols. 
If you can’t see yourself through all the faetales...” She went 
silent, and Eirika didn’t respond. The kat had slowed down as 
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they’d been talking with Cathe lacking the focus to push him. 
She dropped her gaze to the ground in front of them, looking 
almost as dejected as Eirika did. 

Then, at once, her determination sprang back. “Oh, come 
on! Don’t you have anything to say for yourself? If I’d have 
known you were going to be this easy, I’d have left you 
behind a long time ago.” Eirika still didn’t take it all in. “So 
many ways you could shut me down, and you've got 
nothing.” Cathe went back to her playful taunts. “You don’t 
even realize how much you’ve done for that village back 
there, do you? Never in a million years would I have believed 
they could organize for themselves.” She sped the kat back up. 
“At least they'll try now.” 

“Thanks,” Eirika said, giving her a soft smile. Then after a 
few seconds, her smile widened, and she started giggling to 
herself. 

“What?” Cathe grew a look of suspicion. 

“T got you. You do have feelings.” Eirika couldn’t stop 
laughing. 

“Course I do. Don’t be ridiculous.” She sounded only a bit 
irritated by the comment. “Don’t get me wrong. None of this 
will last. I’ve had my whole life to learn that lesson. I’m just 
saying you did more than I thought you would.” Eirika kept 
laughing, and Cathe sighed, failing to hold back a scowl. She 
changed the subject. “So, what about that James, huh? I didn’t 
know symbols got wet between the legs.” 

Eirika’s laughter stopped all at once. “Well, you could call 
him as much of a hero as I am, probably more so.” She took 
on an even more earnest tone than usual. 

Cathe struggled to hold back laughter. “You really are, uh, 
virtuous, aren’t you?” 

Eirika snorted out a laugh. “Not by a long shot!” Cathe 
raised her eyebrows. “Why? How do you know him?” Eirika 
asked before Cathe could pry any further. 

“Everyone’s heard of him,” Cathe said like Eirika 
should’ve known that already. “He’s the Red Cavalier.” 

“You're a better liar than I am.” Cathe didn’t say anything. 
“As a matter of fact, I think there’s a lot you keep tucked 
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inside. It took me far too long to catch onto how much you 
care about people.” 

Cathe raised her eyebrows. “Excuse me?” She put on a 
tone of amused surprise and let out a conspicuous laugh. 

“In your own way, I mean.” Eirika’s voice kept calm and 
warm as she ignored Cathe’s laughter. “All that talk about 
order and control and getting rid of the bad guys. It’s 
protection.” 

“The bad guys deserve it.” Cathe had quieted, but her tone 
remained playful. “I’m with Sonia on that one.” 

“Ym sure you believe that.” She put a hint of haughty 
judgement in her voice. “But you said it yourself. They’re not 
going to hurt anyone else now, are they? As much as you hate 
everyone looking down on you, I know you can’t help but see 
them going through the same things you do. Of course, you 
try to hide it, maybe even from yourself, but deep down 
you’re more than just a thi~” 

“Have some patience, will you?” Cathe spoke with a 
presence that blocked out the rest of Eirika’s sentence. Her 
casual tone had vanished. “It’s not time yet.” 

Eirika couldn’t see Cathe’s face, but she could guess at her 
severe expression. For a moment, her eyes widened, and she 
leaned back on the saddle. But a second later, she’d calmed 
again. “Okay.” 

Cathe furrowed her brow. “Really?” she asked like she 
expected Eirika to find a way to turn her words against her. 
“Just like that?” 

“Of course.” Her voice came out soft and reassuring. 

Cathe turned her head to see Eirika’s smiling face out of 
the corner of her eye. “Huh.” The next second could’ve gone 
on forever. Neither of them paid much attention to where the 
kat was going. 

“Hey, um...” Eirika said, searching for a way to lighten the 
mood, “Speaking of, uh, lack of virtue, what ever happened to 
that merchant girl?” 

“Hmm? Oh!” Cathe let out a nervous laugh. “Um, she was 
fine, I guess. I just had to skip town.” She waved a dismissive 
hand. 
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“Well, it was kind of you not to turn her into a thief, 
charming or not.” Cathe’s nerves disappeared, and they both 
laughed for a few more seconds before calming themselves. 

The two resumed their silence as they rode on, a less 
awkward, more comfortable silence. Cathe kicked the kat 
back up to his top speed, and they both leaned forward in the 
saddle to keep balance. As the sun rose further above them, 
the clouds gathered to block it from view. The sky soon 
turned from blue and white to a darker gray. The grass and 
trees shifted from shades of green to yellows, oranges, and 
even reds, and Eirika smiled at the sight despite the 
dampening clouds. At one point, they slowed to eat lunch 
from their saddlebag, but other than that, they kept up their 
quick pace. 

Soon they found their first other travelers walking or 
riding along the road, many carrying wares and supplies. 
Most of them moved at a slow pace compared to the two 
women, but they all moved with purpose nonetheless. A few 
shot them confused or suspicious looks, but Cathe just 
ignored them while Eirika did her best to wave and smile 
back as they passed. By this point, their road and the others 
adjoining it had all grown rather wide, so they had no trouble 
maneuvering around and moving on. 

As they passed forks and crossroads, Cathe never once 
hesitated in her decision making. Eirika found the kat’s ability 
to keep up such a quick pace for such a long time just as 
surprising. For coming from such a small village, he had a ton 
of stamina, and he still looked eager to please. By 
midafternoon, they'd already covered a greater distance than 
the entire trip from the shadow town to the farming village, 
and at about that time, Eirika noticed the first few drops of 
rain hitting her head. 

“Great,” Cathe muttered to herself, looking up at the dark 
clouds above. She pulled her hood up over her head. 

“You want to find a place to stop and get shelter?” Eirika 
asked, pulling up the hood of her cloak and peering out into 
the distance. 

“Ym not letting you get us caught up in any more of these 
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backwater towns.” Cathe pushed the kat to run even faster, 
leaning forward in her seat. 

“Go easy on him, will you?” Eirika said in a gentle tone, 
“We can afford to slow down a bit.” 

“Yl slow him down if I think he’s going to die,” Cathe said 
through gritted teeth. 

Eirika sighed, then looked over Cathe’s shoulder to check 
on him herself. “Well, he does seem perfectly happy.” She 
shrugged and leaned against Cathe’s back, resigning herself 
to her companions lead. 

“How'd a village like that get such a good kat?” Cathe 
laughed. 

“T just hope they didn’t need him,” Eirika said with a 
worried expression. 

Cathe groaned. “See? This right here is why I’ve got to get 
you to civilization. It'll be harder for you to find people to 
worry about.” 

“Don’t pretend you don’t worry,” Eirika insisted, “Keep 
all the secrets you want, but don’t think I don’t pick up on 
things.” 

Cathe failed to suppress a bitter laugh. “You pick up ona 
lot less than you think,” she muttered. 

Eirika ignored her, taking a moment to think to herself. 
“You haven't heard the story of Lyn the rogue, have you?” 

“Am I about to?” Cathe replied in a deadpan voice. 

Eirika hesitated, unsure how to respond. “Only if you 
want.” 

Cathe said only a curt, “Good,” and then gave no further 
indication of interest. 

Eirika lowered her eyes and resumed her silence as they 
rode on. The rain grew heavier, and the clouds grew darker. 
Other travelers now came few and far between. Lucky for 
them, the foliage grew thicker as well, its red and yellow 
leaves granting them some measure of cover from the 
downpour. For a few more hours, they rode through the 
forest, their hoods up and their eyes peeled. Once they’d 
reached the thickest part of the woods, the road straightened 
out, and they didn’t pass any more forks or crossroads. 
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Riding through near complete darkness, Eirika stopped 
bothering to take in the environment. 

Then the trees parted all at once and the road edged its 
way downhill. Empty plain stretched into the distance to a 
point where they could just make out the rough outlines of 
tall buildings packed dense but spread over a wide area. The 
sky had grown darker still than before the forest, and the 
curtain of rain made it difficult to discern any more detail 
than the buildings’ silhouettes. They could only see them at 
all because of their size. 

“Is that civilized enough for you?” Eirika shouted through 
the rain, “It’s dangerous to keep riding like this!” 

“Not quite!” Cathe shouted back, “Almost! You'll see!” 

The two rode down the slope toward the city, winding 
around hills and splashing up water and mud in their wake. 
As they grew ever closer, they made out the wide river that 
flowed right through the place. They could just see the shapes 
of buildings on the other side as on theirs, but all vision got 
distorted through the rain. The sound of the river blended 
with the downpour, but they could tell its rapid flow by the 
fact that they heard it at all. 

As they neared the place, they could better discern its 
buildings. Made of bricks with wooden roofs, the simple 
buildings stood sturdier and taller than those in the shadow 
town. The brick wall surrounding the city on their side rose 
shorter than the buildings behind it, and the gate ahead of 
them stood wide open. As the dirt road passed through the 
opening into the city, it turned into a wobbly cobblestone 
street. 

No guard stood at the border wall to halt their progress as 
they entered the place. Eirika searched for any manner of 
guard or town watch at all, but she found none. The few 
people walking the streets this evening wore dirty, tattered 
clothing, and the thin kats roaming free had rough, uneven 
and patchy fur. A few people just sat down against the 
buildings and either stared out at nothing or rested with their 
eyes closed. 

The cobblestone shifted beneath their kat’s feet, split at 
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times by patches of nothing but dirt. Some of the buildings 
had cracks along their brick or holes in their roofs. Eirika 
gathered in the area, her eyebrows raised while Cathe pushed 
the kat forward as best he could carry them, ignoring the 
people around her. 

“Shouldn't we be finding a place to stop?” Eirika asked, 
straining her neck to search for any place marked as an inn. 
“It’s getting late!” The sky had grown darker now, and she 
couldn’t even make out the buildings right next to her 
through the rain. 

Cathe shook her head. “The half towns and their river 
make up the border between Lord Rand’s territory and Lord 
Cardarrian’s! We've got to get to the west side! More 
comfortable! I know a place there where we won't get kicked 
out!” 

“These people could use our help!” Eirika insisted. 

“You do want to get to the capital, don’t you?” Cathe 
made no indication of slowing the kat down. 

Eirika didn’t answer, turning back forward and lowering 
her eyes as they passed more unfortunate locals. And so, they 
continued through the town. Minutes passed without issue, 
then Eirika peered out ahead to where she could just make 
out a tall stone wall, much taller than the one they’d passed 
through on their way into the city. At the end of the street, a 
large, barred gate stood guarded by two men in dark red 
armor holding spears as tall as their bodies. Behind the 
leftmost guard stood a small open door with a stairway rising 
to the wall’s crenelated top. Cathe slowed the kat to a stop as 
they neared the gate and eyed each of the guards in turn. 

“The bridge is closed at night!” the man in front of the 
stairs shouted once Cathe’s gaze had settled on him. “Come 
back in the morning!” 

“Forgive me,” Cathe shouted back, holding a hand to the 
side of her mouth, “The rain makes it hard to recognize faces! 
Are you an honorable man, loyal to the rightful king?” 

“Aye!” the guard replied, growing more attentive, “And I 
suspect you're some lowly thief playing at decency!” 

“Ym as decent as any you'll meet across the whole 
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kingdom!” 

The guard paused for a moment, then turned around and 
entered the doorway behind him. “Open the gate!” he 
shouted up the stairs. 

The other guard gave the women a confused look but soon 
went back to standing at attention as the bars started to rise. 
Cathe bade the kat pass through before the gate had finished 
opening. As they rode beneath it, Eirika studied the back of 
Cathe’s head as if it would give some clue as to what had just 
transpired. 

“Patience,” Cathe said just loud enough for Eirika to hear, 
“Just a bit longer.” 

Eirika took Cathe’s advice and kept quiet as they rode onto 
the long stone bridge over the rushing river. The water roared 
loud enough to drown out even the heavy rain, though the 
ambiance remained the same. Across the bridge, they found a 
wall almost identical to the one they’d just passed through. 
The walls ran right along the edge of the river with nothing 
but a steep, rocky cliff between them and the water below. 
Peering over the edge of the bridge, Eirika could see quite a 
drop beneath them, and the stone railings to their sides rose 
only so tall. She shook her head and turned back forward. 

The gate on the west side of the bridge had already started 
to rise as they approached it. On the other side, the roads and 
buildings of the west half town looked much cleaner and 
better maintained than the ones to the east. Made from similar 
materials, they showed no cracks that she could find. The 
roads here filled out all the way, and their cobblestone ran 
smooth. 

Many more locals wandered the streets as well. They 
didn’t wear anything special, all browns and beiges, but their 
clothes hadn’t worn away at least. The rain soiled them, but 
nothing else did. Even the kats roaming the streets looked 
happier and better fed. A diligent watch patrolled the streets 
wearing the same armor as the guards at the gates. Whenever 
a group of civilians neared a watchman, they’d quiet their 
chatter for a moment and quicken their pace so as not to 
bother the armed and armored men. Overall, the civilians all 
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seemed in a hurry to get wherever they had to go. 

“See?” Cathe remarked, “What'd I tell you?” She waved a 
hand like she’d resolved the issue. “The inn’s not too far 
now.” 

“It looks like everything going well on this side,” Eirika 
responded in a voice caught between happiness and 
helplessness. 

“Exactly my point.” Cathe turned the kat around a corner 
and onto a side street. 

Eirika looked around at all the people, noticed a young 
civilian talking to a watchman. “How do they manage it?” she 
wondered aloud. 

“Lord Cardarrian does things differently.” Cathe steered 
the kat toward the side of the road. 

She brought them to a stop in front of a large covered kat 
pen occupied by a single guard. She dismounted, and Eirika 
followed suit. Cathe pulled off her hood despite the rain and 
looked the guard straight in the eyes. He took the kat from 
her and led it into the pen without saying a word. Gesturing 
for Eirika to follow, she walked over to the door leading into 
the building just to their right. As she followed, Eirika noticed 
an image of a sleeping bird painted above the door. 

The two emerged into a room lit with lamplight and 
activity. Countless tables and chairs spread across the room 
filled with patrons making messes of their meals. The warmth 
of the lamps to either side of the two provided a perfect 
reprieve from the cold rain outside. Cathe shook her hair out, 
not caring who or what she got wet, and Eirika lowered her 
hood, keeping her cloak closed over her chest. Some of the 
patrons shot the pair curious looks, often when they noticed 
the bow on Cathe’s back, but none of them stared for long 
before returning to their own business. They didn’t have the 
willpower to fret over odd strangers who hadn’t yet done 
anything to bother them. 

Cathe looked back and forth around the room for a few 
seconds longer until her gaze settled on a group sitting over 
in a corner off to the right. “I’ll be back in a second,” she told 
Eirika, still watching the same group. Then she wandered off 
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in their direction before Eirika could respond. 

Eirika studied Cathe as she walked away. She continued to 
just stand there at the door and watch as her companion 
tapped one of the men on the shoulder. Eirika didn’t have any 
money for food, and her curiosity had gotten the better of her. 
But Cathe and her friend kept speaking in soft tones, and 
Eirika couldn’t have heard them over the crowd anyway. So, 
after a few more seconds, she brought her hand to her 
stomach without thinking, then walked past a few patrons 
and over to the bar opposite the entryway. 

Most of the bar seats already had occupants, but Eirika still 
managed to find two together. She sat down hoping no one 
else would take the other seat before Cathe finished her 
business. A heavy-set bartender walked over to her, looking 
like she didn’t have a care in the world for her customers’ 
satisfaction. She gave her new guest a blank, cynical 
expression and waited for Eirika to say the first words. She 
didn’t quite look the jovial sort, but Eirika had never let that 
hold her back. 

“How’s everything going around here?” she asked. The 
bartender’s face remained stone cold as she listened to her. “I 
just arrived in town, and I’m not too familiar with the area.” 

“Ym here to serve drinks, not to chat,” the woman said in a 
rough voice, “You want to talk, there’s plenty of other people 
around.” 

“Fair enough,” Eirika said with a cheery smile, “I'll let you 
get back to work.” 

As the bartender started walking away, Cathe wandered 
up to Eirika from behind and sat down next to her, gesturing 
for the woman to return. Weary, she sighed and turned 
around. “Why so dour, Vic?” Cathe asked as she pulled out a 
little coin pouch and dumped a few coins on the counter, 
“You'll scare away the customers.” 

“I saw your ugly mug the moment you entered the room, 
that’s why.” Vic scooped up the coins and glanced back at 
Eirika. “She with you?” she asked Cathe. 

“Yeah, now get some food and drink in us before we 
starve.” Cathe pounded on the counter with her fist, and Vic 
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raised an eyebrow, trying not to smile. “You know what I like. 
And we'll be staying the night, too. You kept my room open, 
right?” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Vic said as she started to walk away. 

“Yl just have water to drink, please,” Eirika called after 
her. She glanced back at her for a moment before rolling her 
eyes and moving on. “Where'd you get that coin?” she asked 
Cathe once the bartender had disappeared. 

“Got it from a friend,” Cathe replied, gesturing behind her, 
“Well, associate. He comes here every night. Makes you 
wonder what his family must think.” 

Eirika turned to look for Cathe’s friend in that corner and 
saw that he’d vanished from his group. She furrowed her 
brow, then turned back to Cathe. “You live here?” 

Cathe laughed like she’d just heard the most ridiculous 
question of her life. “I don’t live anywhere!” Eirika shrugged. 

Just then, Vic wandered back over with their meals and 
drinks and without a word plunked them down on the 
counter. She handed Cathe a small metal key, which Cathe 
pocketed, then pulled a sack up over the counter and threw it 
in her lap. “Some new clothes on the house. You two are 
filthy.” Then she turned and walked away. 

“Thank you!” Eirika called as Vic left them behind, but Vic 
didn’t show any indication of caring. 

The pair dug into their food, scarfing it down fast without 
even registering the taste. They hadn’t eaten since late 
morning. For quite a while, neither spoke a single word to the 
other, nor to anyone else. The people around them kept up 
their own chatter, talking about all sorts of things as they ate 
their food and sipped their drinks. Most talked about their 
days, or their families, or other local business. Eirika heard 
someone mention the watch. But sitting next to Cathe 
opposite Eirika, a pair of older ladies had the lord of their 
territory as the subject of their evening gossip. 

“You know he must be lonely!” the woman closest to 
Cathe said in a lively and theatrical voice, “It’s been so long 
since the lady passed away, it’s no wonder he’s so miserable.” 

Cathe slowed her eating as she grew an annoyed look at 
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having to listen to the two women. She swallowed the bit of 
food she had in her mouth and set down her fork. Eirika eyed 
her with curiosity, but neither of the gossips seemed to notice. 

“T can’t believe he’s never taken a second wife,” the other 
woman replied. 

“Well, who can blame him?” the first woman said, waving 
her hand about, “Lady Elane was so beautiful. He must’ve 
been so sad when she died. It’s just a pity he has to take it out 
on the rest of us.” 

Anger and frustration flashed across Cathe’s eyes, and she 
couldn’t restrain herself from butting in. “Well, I heard Lady 
Elane died in childbirth, but he kept it a secret. And to this 
day, he keeps his secret daughter locked away in a tower to 
protect her from the outside world.” She wiggled her fingers 
in front of her face. “And now he’s gone insane from the 
paranoia, so no woman would want him anyway.” 

The gossips reeled at her comments, and the one nearest to 
her scoffed. “There’s no need to go that far! Keep up those 
fabrications about our lord, and you'll end up vanished by the 
watch if you’re not careful. You’ve already got the face of a 
criminal.” The two women stood up from their barstools and 
walked away through the crowd, shooting Cathe the 
occasional glance as they went. 

Cathe let out a hearty laugh that lasted far too long for 
Eirika to buy. Some of the locals glanced over at her for a 
moment before returning to their own meals and 
conversations. At last, Eirika turned away from her food and 
grew a puzzled look as she watched Cathe’s laughter calm 
down. “Is there a problem with the lord here?” 

Cathe let out a loud sigh as her laughter died, then shook 
her head. “No, not at all.” She scoffed at Eirika’s confusion. “I 
don’t like gossip. I do like putting people off their guards, 
though.” She narrowed her eyes at Eirika. “You're not going 
to try and teach me how to be nice, are you?” 

Eirika shrugged. “No harm done, I guess. Unless they 
decide to get the watch involved.” They both looked over 
their shoulders and saw the two gossips sit down at a table on 
the opposite end of the room. 
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“Eh,” Cathe said, shrugging back at Eirika. 

The two returned to their meals, neither caring to speak 
with anyone anymore. They ate fast, and the food had 
disappeared before either of them could give any indication 
of interest in whatever else went on around them. 

Cathe let out a belabored breath. “I needed that,” she said, 
looking exasperated. 

Eirika let out a soft chuckle once she’d caught her own 
breath. “Do you want to find our room?” 

“Just what I was thinking,” Cathe replied. 

They picked up their things and stood up, walking past 
the other patrons to the right side of the bar where they found 
an open door leading to a stairwell. Coming to the top of the 
stairs, they arrived at a hallway with more than a few doors 
on both sides. A few guests wandered in and out of their 
rooms, though still not as crowded as the downstairs. Cathe 
led Eirika past the other guests to the room at the far end of 
the hall, separated from the others by a large empty space. 
She unlocked the door, and they passed inside and closed it 
behind them. All the sound from the outside stopped. 

With thick walls and only one small window buried deep 
in the outer wall, they couldn’t hear anything. Next to the 
window sat a small lit lamp on an end table, and on the other 
side of that they found their one large bed, the lone piece of 
large furniture in the whole room. Cathe threw her bow and 
the sack Vic had given her onto the bed while Eirika put 
down her cloak and sword, and they both sat down on the 
bed’s edge. 

Cathe slapped the bed. “I’m not sleeping in this outfit 
again,” she said, and she rummaged through the sack for 
some night clothes. “Look or don’t. I don’t care.” 

Eirika shrugged and reached in to pull out a simple 
nightgown. Cathe yanked off her top like she never wanted to 
see it again, and Eirika glanced over just in time to see her 
stumble out of her pants, butt sticking up at the ceiling. The 
green that blended into the brown skin of her face fell into 
yellow, orange, red, purple, and blue as it reached her feet. 
Some of it had turned rough from a few small scars. Eirika 
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didn’t react to that, though, only letting out a soft chuckle at 
Cathe’s clumsiness while Cathe pretended not to notice her 
looking. 

When Eirika pulled off her own shirt, though, Cathe didn’t 
hide her gaze. Large, jagged scars crossed her front, back, and 
arms, breaking up her already uneven rosy spots. One long 
straight one cut across the top of her chest, continuous even at 
the center. The scars didn’t hold Cathe’s attention, though, as 
she raised her eyebrows. “I don’t remember that from your 
story.” 

In the deepest part of the valley at the center of Eirika’s 
chest sat a bulb of light blue flesh, sunken into the skin. Eirika 
smiled wide. “You must not have heard the right telling.” 

“Well, what is it, then?” 

Eirika turned to the side for a second. Then her eyes lit up. 
“It’s a gift from the afterlife.” 

Cathe rolled her eyes. “The depths of your delusion 
astound me.” 

Eirika had just grabbed hold of the rim of her pants, but 
she hesitated. Her eyes narrowed. She put a hand up and 
made a spinning motion with her finger. 

Cathe sighed and obliged her, turning away. “Nothing I 
haven't seen plenty of before.” 

“You'd be surprised,” Eirika said, changing into her 
nightgown while Cathe did the same. 

“T doubt anything about you could surprise me at this 
point.” 

Eirika ignored her. “Done.” 

Cathe turned back around and gave her a smirk, and then 
without another word, they climbed under the covers and 
shuffled off to sleep. 

Well after dawn, Eirika opened her eyes to find the room 
lit by what little sunlight could make it through the window. 
She threw the covers off her side of the bed and hopped out 
onto the floor. Cathe groaned from the other side and rolled 
over to the center of the bed, but Eirika ignored her. She 
picked her white outfit and sword off the ground, leaving her 
cloak to rest for the time being, and got dressed as fast as she 
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could. Then she opened the door and peeked out into the 
hallway to see if she could find a larger window. 

She found one at the opposite end of the hall near the 
stairs, where she could see the sun shining straight in. Pulling 
herself back into the room, she shut the door behind her, 
leaving it unlocked. “The sun came up a while ago, Cathe,” 
she said, walking back to the bed, “We ought to head out 
soon.” 

Cathe groaned once again and pulled herself up to a sitting 
position. For a few seconds, she just sat there. Then she sighed. 
“Guess I should get dressed, huh?” 

She pulled herself out of bed and started getting dressed as 
Eirika picked up her cloak and leaned her back against the 
wall on the side of the room. When, minutes later, Cathe had 
gotten all her clothes on, she sat down on the bed and sighed 
again, her dagger, bow, and arrows still lying on the floor. 

“Are we ready to go?” Eirika asked. 

“What's the hurry?” Cathe fell backward onto the bed with 
her arms stretched out to the sides. 

“You were in quite a hurry yesterday.” Eirika sounded a 
bit annoyed. 

“Ym so tired, though,” Cathe answered, dismissing 
Eirika’s concerns, “Hey, how exactly do you intend to change 
the king’s mind about any of this?” 

Eirika furrowed her brow in confusion at the change of 
subject. “I don’t know,” she admitted, shrugging, “I’ll have to 
get to know him first.” 

A satisfied smile spread across Cathe’s face. “What, you 
think he’ll give you the chance? He’s not just some mayor, 
you know. He doesn’t listen to sensible types, much less some 
foreign touched stranger. You think you’re even going to be 
able to—” 

The door burst open and a tall, armored man stormed into 
the room. Eirika jumped up off the wall and brought a hand 
to her sword. 

“Would it hurt you to knock?” Cathe asked, sitting up 
with some effort. 

Eirika’s eyes widened, and her hand dropped from her 
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sword as soon as she got a clear look at the man. He wore 
bright red armor just like the town guards but with far more 
ornate patterns shaped into the steel. His chest bore an 
emblem of a bright pink rose and its thorny green stem, and 
on his back, he carried a broadsword in a dark red sheath. His 
hard, square face held only light stubble, yellow blond like 
the short, neat hair on his head. The knight looked at Cathe 
first, then noticed Eirika for the first time. She swallowed as 
he stared at her with a look of puzzlement and frustration. 

After a few moments of staring, he spoke at last. “Ma’am, 
your friend here is a wanted thief and murderer.” His voice 
came out hard and stern. “You could be seen as an accomplice, 
but if you leave right now, I’ll assume you didn’t~” 

“Oh, lighten up, James,” Cathe interrupted. Eirika turned 
to face her, still unable to speak. “I’m taking her to meet my 
father.” 

James stared at Cathe, his confusion and _ frustration 
growing stronger. He opened his mouth as if to say 
something, but nothing came out. 

“She’s an interesting one,” Cathe continued, looking over 
at Eirika. 

James regained his voice. “The women who interest you 
are neither your father’s concern nor mine.” 

Cathe rolled her eyes at him. “No, you prude, she could 
help us. She could be of use.” James just glared at her. “You 
haven't seen what she’s done. She’s the kind of person my 
father would want either on our side or out of our way.” 

James looked back at Eirika, who’d at last built up the 
courage to say something. “Hello, James! I mean, it’s nice to 
meet you. An honor, really...” She struggled to remember her 
usual spiel, then gave an awkward bow. “I’m the ghost of 
Lady Eirika. I’ve, um... heard a lot about you. Good things, 
all of them.” She let out a nervous laugh. “I... Well, I’d like to 
do good things too...” She fell back against the wall and 
turned away from him. 

Cathe covered her mouth with both hands, and James 
turned back to glare at her again. “Be at the kat pen in ten 
minutes.” Then he turned and walked out of the room, 
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shutting the door hard behind him. 

Cathe burst out laughing. “Good things?” She couldn’t 
control herself. “I thought you knew how to talk to people. 
You're never going to impress him like that!” Her laughter 
died down, and she hopped up off the bed. Eirika looked 
almost unaware of anything going on around her as Cathe 
picked up her weapons and walked over to plant herself in 
front of her. “I should probably introduce myself, huh? 
Catherine Cardarrian.” She put a hand on her hip. “But I go 
by Cathe.” 

The comment pulled Eirika back into the room, and her 
eyes lit up as she grew a broad smile. “Is that right?” she 
asked in a sly tone, “At your service, milady.” She bowed 
deep at the noble. 

Cathe groaned in response. “I knew I’d regret that one. 
Alright, alright, come on.” She gestured for Eirika to follow 
her as she opened the door and walked out. 
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8 
ONE SMALL PART 


Getting out of town didn’t prove difficult. Cathe managed 
to keep the kat they’d obtained from the farming village by 
refusing to give James any chance to object. Eirika, though, 
got a kat of her own, the knight having picked one out from 
the town watch despite his obvious suspicions about her. A 
mere drizzle remained from the night before, but Eirika and 
Cathe still wore their hoods up. James wore his helmet as a 
show of authority. 

Even with the weather, they might’ve shown their faces, 
but they needed to keep a low profile. James held their 
weapons on the back of his saddle next to his own supplies, 
and he took the lead as they rode west through the streets of 
the half town. Eirika and Cathe held their reins, their hands 
tied loose with thick rope, and that same rope connected their 
saddles to James’s. He pretended to parade them as prisoners 
to pass by the guards and watchmen without suspicion; 
Cathe’s humiliation came as a bonus. 

The wall that bordered the river extended all the way 
around the western half town, enclosing it in full except for its 
two gates. As with everywhere else in town, the western gate 
stood well-guarded. The soldiers all held the Red Cavalier in 
high regard, though, so they permitted the three passage 
without any questions. No one seemed to doubt that he could 
handle a couple of women on his own. 

With the town behind them, they rode due north. James 
led them down a path that ran narrow and empty as it veered 
away from the main road trailing off to the west. As they rode 
further north, the terrain grew hilly, then rocky. Patches of 
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red leafed trees and grass grew around them where the rocks 
sometimes gave way to dirt, but just as often the kats tread 
slow over wet stone. At least the road stayed almost straight, 
if uneven. To the right, they could still sometimes spot the 
river flowing alongside them when no trees got in its way. 

The rain had all but disappeared by the time the town had 
vanished behind them down the other side of a wooded hill. 
Cathe looked back to make sure she could no longer see the 
place, and then she wriggled her hands out of their bonds and 
held the rope by her side. James noticed the shuffling and 
turned to see her freed. 

“Keep those on,” he said. She gave him a look, and he 
turned back around, letting out a sharp sigh in return. “T’ll 
never understand how you can avoid getting yourself killed 
when you act so careless.” 

“Timprovise,” Cathe replied as if he ought to know. 

James scoffed. “Perhaps if someone were to capture you 
for real, you'd learn better.” 

“T don’t get captured for real.” She gave him a smug grin. 

“We really ought to remain his prisoners, Cathe, just in 
case we pass someone,” Eirika cut in. Cathe just chuckled to 
herself, glancing at Eirika and James in turn. 

“If you operated within the law,” James said, “We 
wouldn’t have to be doing this.” 

“That's not my job!” Cathe complained, leaning forward at 
him. 

James let out a short grunt, but neither Eirika nor Cathe 
could see the look that accompanied it. The three rode on in 
silence for a few more minutes, and the next time they 
emerged from the trees onto a flat grassy plain, the drizzle 
had dropped its last. A few cracks even opened between the 
clouds overhead. Cathe cocked her head back, knocking her 
hood down. Eirika, though, made a point to stay dutiful and 
kept her hands tied beneath her cloak even though no one 
could’ve seen them either way. Still, she shook her hood off 
and looked over at her disobedient companion. 

“So, you're Lord Cardarrian’s daughter, right?” she asked. 

“Uh huh,” Cathe replied. 
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“But not locked in a tower.” Cathe just smirked. 

James turned his head. “What have you been telling 
people?” 

“Just a bit of fun,” Cathe replied, laughing. 

“You're not...” Eirika furrowed her brow. “I mean, are you 
his daughter by blood?” 

James let out an incredulous laugh. “Does she look like 
noble blood?” he commented before Cathe got a chance to 
answer. 

Cathe shot him a look that only Eirika could see, but she 
elaborated nonetheless. “My father found me when I was a 
baby.” She looked forward as she spoke despite Eirika’s 
fascinated gaze. “He traveled a lot when he was younger. 
Taught me how important it is to learn about the kingdom 
outside your own keep. Nowadays, I do it for him. He trusts 
me more than anyone, you know. Of course, he beats enough 
loyalty into his knights to not have to worry about them too 
much either.” She grinned at James, but he didn’t react. 

“The way he always told it, my birth mother and I were 
stuck in one of the shadow towns to the east when he found 
us. She’d all but killed herself crossing the mountains, and it 
was only a matter of time. Well, no one else wanted a foreign 
kid, so he took me in.” She shrugged. “Lady Elane had always 
wanted a daughter anyway, but she’d never been able to have 
kids of her own. So of course, she went and got sick, died 
within the year.” She rolled her eyes and waved her hand. 

“Ym sorry,” Eirika said in a somber tone. 

Cathe shook her head. “I never knew her.” She glanced at 
Eirika before turning back forward. “After she died, my father 
kept me hidden. He couldn’t exactly claim me as his own. My 
room really is in a tower, believe it or not. Whenever the other 
nobles came to visit, he’d pretend I was a servant, and then 
he’d ask me what they’d said when he wasn’t around. Nobles 
aren’t too bright when it comes to the help. Then when I got 
older, he taught me to do what I do now, whatever needs 
doing that can’t be done publicly.” She turned and saw 
Eirika’s continued look of concern, and she rolled her eyes. 

Eirika furrowed her brow. “How do you manage to be a 
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spy when you look like that?” 

Cathe just laughed. “It worked on you, didn’t it? Who’s 
going to suspect me of working for a lord, of all things? No, 
people believe what they want to believe. And symbols too, 
apparently. All I’ve got to do is steal some fruit here and 
there.” She smiled at Eirika, who looked embarrassed. “But I 
guess I can’t complain. It’s better than what happens to most 
noble girls.” She shuddered in an over-the-top manner. James 
scoffed, but he refrained from engaging in the conversation. 
“My father’s got other spies too, of course, but I don’t really 
pay much attention to them when I don’t have to. They know 
not to bother me.” She grinned. “I’m the only one who knows 
all their names.” 

“T’ve never heard you talk so seriously,” Eirika said, “It’s 
good.” 

Cathe let out a sharp sigh, then scrunched up her face. 
“That's what I get for being honest,” she muttered. 

Eirika chuckled, but in a sympathetic way. “There’s really 
no shame in opening yourself up to people.” 

“You're one to talk!” Cathe objected, leaning toward Eirika. 
“But you know what? You're right. Keep on hiding yourself 
away. I wish I’d thought of the whole faetale routine. It’s the 
perfect shield against all the people out there.” 

Eirika’s smile faded a bit. “I’m not hiding myself from 
anyone, Cathe, and you shouldn’t have to either.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m still trying to help them, aren’t I? You got 
me, Eirika, it’s all about them. Caring about people or 
whatever.” Cathe threw her hands in the air, paused for a 
moment, and grew a smirk. “You ought to be praising me.” 

“I do admire your dedication,” Eirika responded in a 
sincere tone. 

Cathe scowled, but James cut in before she could say 
anything. “How you can imagine yourself to be helping 
people is beyond me. How many have been killed by your 
lawlessness, I wonder? How many by your own hand?” 

“That's what I keep telling her,” Eirika chimed in, a bit too 
eager. Cathe groaned in frustration and turned away to focus 
on the road. Eirika ignored her and sped up her kat to get 
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closer to James. “I’ve heard people call you the Red Cavalier. 
They must really love you.” 

“The people can call me whatever they please, I suppose, 
though the Red Cavalier is a bit distasteful as far as I’m 
concerned.” His face remained stoic as Eirika studied him, 
and he stared forward in silence for a few seconds before 
speaking again. “What did you call yourself earlier?” He 
turned to look at her for the first time. 

“The ghost of Lady Eirika,” she replied in a voice far more 
confident than when she’d first told him. 

He still didn’t bother looking at her. “No wonder you’re 
taken with such a lowlife.” Cathe acted like she hadn’t heard 
him. “Did the moral of that story evade you?” 

Eirika’s breath caught in her throat. Cathe looked up, 
eyeing her with intense curiosity. She held her mouth agape 
for a few more seconds before working up the nerve to speak. 
“Well, don’t you think sometimes wrongdoers deserve a 
second chance?” Her voice wavered as she spoke. 

“It’s not my place to decide.” His tone grew firm and 
authoritarian. “There’s a reason the law is written by better 
men than us.” 

That stunned Eirika silent, and she turned her head down 
to stare at the front of her saddle. Her kat slowed until she’d 
fallen back beside Cathe once again. The curiosity 
disappeared from Cathe’s face, replaced instead by concern, 
then again by anger. She turned to see James looking out 
confident ahead of them, uncaring of the impression he’d 
made on Eirika. 

“You really are heartless, aren’t you?” Cathe said, putting 
as much disgust in her voice as she could. James refused to 
acknowledge that she’d even spoken, only maintaining his 
steady pace. After glaring at the back of his head for a few 
more seconds, Cathe turned so see Eirika attempt a 
half-hearted smile of thanks before giving up on it. 

Cathe shook her head in defeat and moved her kat closer 
to Eirika, and the three rode on in silence. They rode across 
more and more plains and small patches of forest, exchanging 
the speed of sturdy soil for a more winding path that 
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nonetheless kept the river in sight. As they rode further north, 
the hills grew steeper and choppier, but the kats never had 
too much difficulty crossing them. 

As morning gave way to midday, the sun shone through 
the clouds once again. The road stayed as thin as ever, and 
not once did they pass any other travelers. None of them 
spoke a word to one another. James remained stoic as always, 
and Cathe held a look of tense frustration. Eirika, who’d 
fallen into depression, in time regained her composure and 
got all the way lost in her own thoughts. 

After a few more hours of riding in silence, she heard a 
shuffling sound coming from Cathe’s direction, and she 
looked over to see her tying her hands back up. She’d already 
pulled her hood back over her head. Eirika turned and peered 
out ahead as far as she could. On the horizon past the hilly 
plain, a large, steep hill led up to a sheer cliff high above the 
river. Covering the west side of the hill sat what looked like a 
gray walled city, and at its peak stood a tall stone keep. 
Without saying a word, Eirika removed her bindings, pulled 
her hood up over her head, and then tied them back on. 

“That,” Cathe said, gesturing with both hands, “Is my 
father’s castle.” 

Eirika looked at Cathe, then craned her neck to get another 
look at the castle city. A few moments later, the three main 
roads came into view trailing in from the west, southwest, 
and north before joining at a point near the bottom of the hill. 
Eirika could just make out where their little side road entered 
a small patch of trees before joining the main road right 
outside the gates. 

The buildings behind the wall stood in perfect rows like 
giant steps up the side of the hill, sized and shaped to a clear 
symmetrical standard with smaller rectangular buildings to 
the north and south and larger ones at the center. At the 
crossing of the main roads, only a few travelers rode in one 
direction or another, nowhere near a crowd. Eirika stared up 
at the city in curious wonder until the trees blocked her view, 
but when, a few minutes later, they emerged next to the wall, 
she kept her head down, dutiful. When the other travelers 
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looked at them, they only looked at James. 

The three approached the closed iron gate from the side 
where a row of travelers had lined up, a couple at the front 
struggling to negotiate their way through. The guard looked 
unimpressed, but when he saw Sir James approach, he left the 
couple behind and hurried inside without saying a word. The 
whole crowd sat confused until they saw who'd prompted his 
rude reaction. Then they stepped aside as fast as they could. 

The guards in front of the gate all wore the same red 
uniforms as the ones in the west half town had worn. They 
stood stiff and at perfect attention, their mouths shut tight. 
The gate they guarded stood about as tall as the entire wall in 
that other town, and the stone wall surrounding it rose almost 
twice as high. Eirika couldn't help but look up in awe, though 
she couldn’t quite make out the top from beneath her hood. 

The gate had begun to rise before the guard had even 
returned, and the last of the line stepped to the side to allow 
them passage. The civilian travelers remained in their places, 
tense and nervous. The guards on the other side of the gate 
cleared the street, holding back a small group of traveling 
merchants. For a moment, the merchants complained, but as 
soon as they saw the knight, they went dead silent. 

Past the threshold and into the city, Eirika did her best to 
take it in while keeping her head low. The bright, flat stone 
tiles at her kat’s feet rose straight up the hill toward the castle, 
clean and smelling of nothing whatsoever despite the stale air. 
The same tiles covered the square stone buildings that sat on 
flat stone platforms off the side of the road with stairs 
connecting the sidewalks beside them. The buildings all 
looked almost identical except for the stone signs above their 
front doors. After every couple of buildings, side streets 
curved around the side of the hill on flat, even levels. 

Watchmen stood guard on the sidewalks of every block, 
eyeing their citizens as they passed. The pedestrians walked 
fast and with purpose as they went about their business, 
doing everything in their power to avoid eye contact with the 
watch. Civilians almost never spoke with one another, and 
when they did, they kept it brief before moving on. They all 
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looked almost afraid to stay out in public without a clear goal. 
Even when they saw the knight passing by, they gave him no 
more than a sidelong glance. Only once did Eirika see a 
civilian speak to a watchman, draped in shadow at the corner 
of a side street. Another young man fled as the watchman 
turned to chase after him. 

“See the difference?” Cathe commented under her breath, 
“This is what peace looks like. These people are safe.” 

“Quiet back there,” James commanded before Eirika could 
respond. She kept her head down as Cathe scowled for the 
benefit of any onlookers. 

After only a few more minutes, they approached a second 
wall that rose as tall as the first. Or rather, Eirika still couldn’t 
see the top. Really, because of how steep the road slanted 
upward as it climbed the hill, Eirika couldn’t see much of the 
wall above the guards’ heads from beneath her hood. She did, 
however, see the gate start to rise mere moments after they’d 
stopped in front of it. 

As they passed through this second gate, stone gave way 
to dirt, and the ground flattened out. With the gate closed 
behind them, Eirika heard Cathe shake off her hood, and 
taking a deep breath, she did the same. Filling her view, the 
castle’s keep stood firm in front of her. To her surprise, it 
looked rather modest considering the orderly city, square 
shaped with a tower on each corner and a larger one in the 
center. No real decorations adorned its gray stone save for a 
couple of red banners hanging down from the crenellations 
with the same pink rose emblem found on the front of James’s 
armor. 

The yard between the keep and the city wall didn’t stretch 
that wide, a few patches of dry, uneven grass scattered across 
the dirt. Wooden stalls stocked with various supplies lay 
strewn about the place, and more than a few young men ran 
back and forth busying themselves with the equipment. Some 
of the men wore light armor akin to the guards while others 
had clothed themselves in more modest garb, but regardless 
of their dress, Eirika couldn’t determine any of their ranks or 
jobs. None of them seemed to care about appearances while 
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on this side of the wall. 

Cathe flipped her leg up over her kat and hopped down, 
and Eirika soon followed suit. Once James had completed his 
own slow dismount, he marched over to them and grabbed 
them both with great force by their upper arms. “Don’t even 
think of trying anything,” he barked at them. He turned to a 
man in more modest dress. “You, there!” he shouted at him, 
“Get these kats penned.” 

“Yes, sit,” the man responded in a hoarse voice. He 
gestured for a couple other men to run over and help him, 
and the three of them took the reins and led the kats away. 
James yanked Cathe and Eirika along with him as he walked 
toward the castle door. 

“Ts that all you’ve got?” Cathe whispered, “I could break 
out of this in seconds.” 

“Quiet!” James shouted at her, tightening his grip. Cathe 
just smirked. 

The large door to the keep had two more guards placed 
beside it, and one of them hurried to open it for them as they 
approached. James refused to slow down for even a moment, 
and Eirika had to stumble and jog in order to keep step with 
him. Cathe, of course, did her best to drag her feet as much as 
possible. As soon as they’d entered, the door shut behind 
them with a bang. 

The rather small entrance hall had neither carpet nor 
decorations. The dark gray stone of the walls and floor kept 
the place from getting too bright, and even with lamps lining 
the side walls, it didn’t look inviting. A young, red haired 
servant attended to one of the lanterns near the opposite end 
of the room, but she halted her work and turned around 
when she heard the door shut. 

“Let Lord Cardarrian know we’ve arrived,” James called 
over to her. 

“Hi Gerdy!” Cathe shouted. She yanked free of James’s 
grip and waved at her with both hands. The young woman 
bowed and gave Cathe a meek smile before exiting the room 
through a small wooden door behind her. 

James let go of Eirika’s arm, and both she and Cathe 
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removed the ropes from their hands. Eirika wrung out her 
wrists as the other two started walking toward one of the 
doors on the left side of the room. She hurried along behind 
them. “Where are we going?” she asked, “Is Lord Cardarrian 
not coming to meet us?” 

Cathe shook her head. “It’s not safe for me to spend time 
with him out here,” she answered as James opened the door, 
“Still too close to the outside.” She followed James through 
the door, and Eirika stuck to her back. 

The three of them walked down a few perpendicular 
hallways until they arrived at a staircase. Every hall looked 
plain and bare, musty with the same minimal lighting 
throughout, and they all lay empty apart from a lone servant 
boy who disappeared into a side room as they passed him by. 

One floor up the staircase, James and Cathe led Eirika to a 
door about halfway down the hall. Inside, she found a small 
room with a rectangular wooden table at its center. Larger 
lamps lit the room somewhat brighter than the other rooms 
they’d passed, but not by much. Eirika stepped to the side as 
another servant hurried past them and out of the room. James 
and Cathe sat down next to each other at one side of the table, 
and Eirika soon followed suit, taking a seat next to Cathe and 
pulling off her cloak to drape over the back of her chair. 

“Now we just wait?” Eirika asked the air in front of her. 

“Mm-hm,” Cathe replied, tapping her fingers on the wood. 

Eirika’s gaze wandered the room, but the other two 
remained calm and settled. The whole castle didn’t have the 
most inviting feel, and for a meeting room, this one felt 
hidden away off in some random corner. They kept it 
inconspicuous enough, but Eirika wouldn’t have had too hard 
a time finding it if someone had told her which room to look 
for. No one would guess, though, that a room like this would 
house any important business. 

They didn’t have to wait long, as less than a minute later, 
the door swung open once again for a middle-aged man to 
enter the room, closing it hard behind him. A man of average 
height with a balding head and a thin brown beard, he wore 
neat and well-tailored clothes, but their black and dark brown 
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colors bore no emblem. Nothing elegant or ostentatious 
touched any part of his body. Almost upon entering the room, 
his eyes settled on Eirika, and his eyebrows raised high. He 
smiled in an almost imperceptible way before walking to the 
other side of the table and sitting down across from Cathe. 

“Gerdy mentioned a special guest.” The man spoke in a 
deep, soothing voice, staring with great intensity into Eirika’s 
eyes. “Welcome to the Cardarrian keep. I am Lord Calven 
Cardarrian.” Eirika returned his gaze and gave him a 
businesslike smile. “But let’s start with what’s most 
important.” He turned to his knight. “James, report.” 

“My business in the half towns went as smoothly as 
expected,” James replied in a dutiful tone, “No notable 
setbacks other than your daughter insisting upon meeting me 
personally in the middle of a crowded city.” A hint of 
resentment crept into his voice, but he kept his eyes on the 
lord. Cathe didn’t react. 

“T trust you both know how to avoid suspicion,” 
Cardarrian said, unconcerned, “Did anyone spot you?” 

“Not that I could tell, except...” James tilted his head in 
Eirika’s direction. Eirika bowed her head to the lord. 

“Good,” Cardarrian said in a curt tone, “Catherine.” 

“The people of Lord Rand’s territory are faring as poorly 
as we suspected.” She said it without concern. “I discovered a 
gang of bandits who'd been slaughtering peasants in multiple 
villages seemingly for the fun of it. I killed most of them at 
their hideout. But they got my kat, and two of them weren’t 
there. By the time I found the last two, they'd traveled all the 
way down to the southeast shadow town. As soon as they left 
the place, I finished the job.” She paused for a moment before 
continuing. “It was at the border where I found... her. Maybe 
she should introduce herself.” 

“And now we come to it,” Cardarrian said, turning to 
Eirika and giving her an amused smile. “I have to admit I am 
intrigued.” 

“It’s an honor to get the chance to speak with someone in 
your position, Lord Cardarrian,” Eirika said in her usual 
pleasant tone with an added air of formality for the occasion. 
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“And I’m profoundly grateful. I’m the ghost of Lady Eirika.” 

Cardarrian furrowed his brow for a few seconds making it 
hard to tell his thoughts beneath the silence. Then the next 
moment, he started laughing, soft at first, but growing in 
intensity. Eirika looked confused, but she did her best to keep 
a straight face. His laugh rang out jovial, but she heard just 
the slightest bit of force behind it. “Perhaps we nobles deserve 
to be robbed, eh?” Eirika smiled once again and chuckled for 
a moment, showing just the barest sign of relief. “That’s quite 
an interesting moniker. And an interesting look as well.” He 
studied her close, narrowing his eyes without ever coming 
across at all hostile. “You know our children’s stories, but I’ve 
never seen your like in our kingdom.” He regained his jovial 
expression. “You must have crossed the mountains, then. 
Where do you hail from?” 

Eirika kept her pleasant look but put on a firm tone of 
voice. “As I told your daughter, I come from wherever you 
imagine I do.” 

“Oh, come now,” Cardarrian insisted, chuckling, “You 
mustn’t hide yourself if you want to gain anyone’s trust.” 

“Tf I may,” Cathe interrupted before Eirika could respond. 
Her father tensed for a moment, but then turned to listen. 
“With all due respect, you’re wasting your time. I was never 
able to get anything out of her, and you know how good I am 
at that.” 

“Hmm...” Cardarrian paused for a few seconds, looking 
Eirika up and down, then sighed. “Very well. For now. What 
brings you to my home, Lady Eirika?” 

Eirika let out a silent breath. “Like your daughter said, 
we've seen how hard things have gotten for the people in the 
southeast.” She spoke out confident, and Cardarrian kept his 
eyes locked on her. “They’re struggling to provide for 
themselves. Lord Rand takes what little they have and gives 
them nothing in return, and that’s led to a rise in bandit 
attacks. If what I’ve heard is true, it’s just as bad all over the 
kingdom. Except here, it seems.” 

“Indeed,” Cardarrian replied. All the talk of misery didn’t 
seem to faze him. “The nobles spend their wealth on 
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decadence and excess. They leave their people to their own 
devices, so they do what they will with no regard for each 
other’s wellbeing. And their excuses for armies leave us all 
vulnerable to foreign threats. I’ve seen it my whole life.” He 
sat back in his chair, and Eirika frowned with concern. 

“When I was a young boy, my parents kept me holed up in 
this keep every hour of the day. If they’d had their way, I 
never would’ve seen the people right outside my front door. I 
never would’ve known how our rule had affected them. But 
one day, I was able sneak out into the city. And do you know 
what I saw when I got there?” He didn’t bother to wait for an 
answer. “I saw an old man beaten and robbed by a gang of 
thugs for the tiny bit of coin in his pocket. I learned quickly 
that this sort of behavior could pass unchecked because none 
of the decent folk cared enough to stop it.” His voice had 
taken on a bitter tone. “Even now the situation has barely 
gotten any better. One lord only has so much power.” 

Eirika’s eyes lit up. “That’s why we need to talk to the 
king! If we can convince him to help us, the other lords will 
have to follow.” 

“Do you know how old the Tenar dynasty is?” Cardarrian 
cut in. 

“Um... Well, no, actually.” Eirika looked a_ little 
embarrassed. 

“Nor do I,” Cardarrian responded in a tone altogether too 
friendly for what sounded like a lecture. “Nor does anyone 
else in the kingdom, save perhaps the royal family themselves. 
And even that I doubt sometimes. Nor do I know when their 
stagnation began.” He paused for a moment. 

Cathe and James leaned back in their chairs while Eirika 
leaned forward and kept listening. “What I do know is that 
they are an old family. An exceptionally old family. At some 
point, they understood the rules that rulers ought to follow, 
but over the centuries, their security has made them lazy. 
They’re used to being in charge, and they’re used to being 
able to do whatever pleases them. You’re not going to change 
any of that by talking to them for a day.” 

He paused to let that sink in, but Eirika didn’t budge. 
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“Ever since I ascended to governance, I’ve put all my 
considerable energy and resources into countering this 
degeneration of nobility, into bringing back the proper ways 
we lost so long ago. I learned right away how little is 
accomplished by reasoning with people like them. You’d 
have to be especially naive to think you're any different.” 

The harshness of that last comment put Eirika off her 
guard, but she wouldn’t let herself look intimidated. Before 
she could respond, however, Cathe interrupted. “As much as 
I agree, she’s been very persuasive with the peasants. She 
actually managed to save lives on more than one occasion.” 
Eirika smiled in gratitude, but Cardarrian gave her a sharp 
look. “Not that that makes a difference with the Tenars...” 
She frowned and shied away, and Eirika’s smile turned to 
concern. 

“Can you fight?” Cardarrian asked. 

“Hmm?” Distracted by Cathe, the question caught Eirika 
by surprise. 

“Do you have combat training?” he repeated. 

“IT won't lose in a fight,” Eirika replied, returning 
Cardarrian’s firm tone. “But I’d rather not fight at all. 
Violence only breeds more violence.” 

“But if it’s necessary?” He gave her a look that made sure 
she knew he wouldn’t back down. 

“People are far too eager to declare it necessary.” she 
countered, her expression growing more intense. “And I 
know how to defend myself without hurting anyone. That’s 
why I’m trained in the first place.” 

“Hmm...” Cardarrian looked frustrated as he stewed in 
his seat for a while before speaking. “T’ll be frank. If you want 
to make a difference in this kingdom, you need to be working 
for me. That means following my orders without question 
and acting as a small part of something much grander than 
yourself.” 

“T’ve never wanted it to be about me,” Eirika explained, “I 
want to inspire people to do better.” 

“Good,” Cardarrian said in a curt tone, “Then work for me. 
I won’t make you hurt anyone, and I’ll put you to work where 


109 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


you'll be the most useful. Work for me, and I’ll show you a 
better way to fix the kingdom.” 

Eirika looked down at the table and brought a hand to her 
mouth. She kept her position for a few seconds before looking 
up at James on the other end of the table. Cathe looked back 
at her with an air of expectation, but Eirika stared right 
through her. James hadn’t spoken since Cardarrian had last 
addressed him, nor had he reacted in any strong way to 
anything Eirika had said. He’d only sat still in his chair, 
expressionless and dutiful as the others talked. When Eirika 
looked over at him, he looked back at her for the first time 
since they’d sat down, but still, he didn’t seem to comprehend 
her intent. At last, she turned back to Cardarrian. “Okay.” She 
didn’t say anymore. 

“Then you're dismissed,” Cardarrian replied in a firm tone, 
“James, show her to one of the guest chambers, and make 
sure she’s well taken care of.” He turned back to Eirika. 
“You'll remain here in the castle until I work out an 
assignment for you.” James stood up from his seat and started 
walking toward the door, and Eirika stood to follow him. 
“Cathe, I’ll need to speak with you for a while longer.” Cathe 
cringed and frowned, and Eirika looked down at her with 
concern. 

“Come,” she heard James say from the door, “Follow me.” 
On instinct, she turned and ran over to him, leaving Cathe 
behind with her father. 

They left the meeting room and started walking down the 
hall, but Eirika still looked concerned. “Do you know what 
they're talking about?” she asked James as they rounded a 
corner. 

“Lord Cardarrian has always had his private conversations 
with Cathe. I suppose it’s only natural. I’m never privy to 
what they talk about.” He hesitated for a moment but soon 
resumed his pace, leading Eirika toward a spiral staircase at 
the end of the hall. He stared off and tensed his jaw, searching 
for something else to talk about. “Why do you use that 
moniker?” he asked, “I realize I made some assumptions 
earlier. What made you choose that of all things?” 
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“T think that...” She paused as they arrived at the stairs 
and began their climb. “...That some people only succeed at 
doing good in the world after they’ve already done harm. I 
want to help that happen.” She didn’t use her persuasive tone, 
but rather just explained herself. They arrived at the top of the 
stairs and started walking down another hallway. “From 
what I’ve heard about you...” He turned to look at her, 
curious to her surprise and encouragement. “...1 thought 
you'd want that too.” 

For a moment, he didn’t say anything. Failing to come up 
with something persuasive to say, he tensed into a defensive 
posture. “Absurd,” he whispered, “We cannot make those 
decisions.” He said it to himself as much as to Eirika. She 
looked down, and the life drained from her face as they 
approached the door at the end of the hall. James sighed and 
tried to put on a smile. “You seem well intentioned. I’m sure 
Lord Cardarrian will find something for you to do that will 
make a difference in people’s lives.” Eirika looked up at him, 
straight into his eyes, but he refused to meet her gaze. “You 
seem better than Cathe, at least. You'll do alright.” 

Silence hung in the air for a few seconds as Eirika looked 
at him, lost in contemplation. “Thanks,” she got out, unable to 
say anything else. But it came out genuine. 
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9 
EACH IN THEIR PLACE 


For the rest of the day and the whole of the next, Eirika 
remained as a guest at Cardarrian’s keep. Not long after she’d 
settled into her room, a couple servants set to work prettying 
it up to make it more comfortable and inviting than the rest of 
the castle. She told them they didn’t have to, but they insisted, 
starting their job before she could object any further. They 
brought her a simple but dignified burgundy dress to wear 
while they washed her regular outfit, and she thanked them 
for the courtesy. Before leaving, they made sure to remind her 
that Cardarrian expected her to stay in the castle until notified 
otherwise. 

She tempered her usual inclination to go out and mingle 
with the city folk. It wouldn’t help her cause to upset her new 
ally. So even reluctant, she did as he’d told her. Whenever she 
passed a servant in the halls, though, she tried to strike up a 
conversation, but they never seemed eager to talk for long. All 
in all, she spent most of her time walking around the castle 
and its yards to get a feel for things. 

On multiple occasions, she went out of her way to look for 
James, but it seemed he’d busied himself training his men or 
patrolling the city every waking moment. He had no 
downtime whatsoever. Cardarrian didn’t hold any formal 
dinners; instead, he had her meals sent straight to her room. 
Even with food much more elaborate and flavorful than 
anything she’d eaten in the kingdom before, eating alone still 
dampened her mood a bit. Sometimes, she’d catch Cardarrian 
walking through the halls, but he always looked like he had 
someplace important to go. Never once did she see Cathe, 
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and she refrained from questioning anyone in the keep as to 
her business. She had free reign of much of the place but little 
to do. 

By the morning of the third day, she’d resigned herself to 
idling about in her room for most of the time. She’d eaten the 
breakfast the servants had brought her without a thought, 
and she now sat at the foot of her bed examining her sword, 
its edges still as sharp and pristine as when she'd had to use it 
back in the little farming village less than a week ago. The 
silver and pink metal shined even in the soft orange light of 
the bedroom. 

Back in her usual outfit, she now wore it only out of habit. 
She’d gotten a few other sets of clothing to wear, but they 
remained tucked away in their drawers. With the servants 
having washed all the dirt and mud from her clothes, they’d 
turned to bright, pure white, almost glowing. The flaming 
heart on her chest looked more striking than ever. Her cloak 
lay by her side, its dark red fabric and flowing patterns 
seeming to blend into the bed despite the contrasting color of 
the soft yellow blankets. Eirika sat there staring down at the 
sword in her lap and sighed to herself. 

Then, as if in response, the door swung open in front of 
her. For the first time in two days, she saw Cathe standing in 
the doorway, hands on her hips. She wore an outfit not 
dissimilar to the one she’d worn just a couple days before, 
black with some dark brown, but it too looked much cleaner. 
The confident, energetic young woman raised an eyebrow at 
the sight of the sword on Eirika's lap. "You plan on using 
that?" 

Eirika shook her head. "I was just thinking..." she replied, 
her mind not all there. She slid her sword back into its sheath 
at her side. 

Cathe smirked. “I see the servants cleaned you up nice. 
They do a lot better than stream water and buckets, huh? You 
don’t look so much like a vagrant now.” 

Eirika shrugged. “I am a vagrant.” Cathe laughed, and 
Eirika smiled at her. “But I guess it does make me stand out 
more.” 
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“T don’t know if you need any help with that.” 

Eirika giggled at the compliment. "Any news?" 

“We've got our orders,” Cathe answered in a serious tone, 
“Get your stuff together. We’re heading to the capital.” 

Eirika’s eyes lit up, and she hopped to her feet. “Perfect! I 
wouldn't have accepted any less.” Cathe raised an eyebrow, 
but Eirika ignored her. “I don’t really have much stuff, 
though. What all do we need?” 

“Just bring your usual,” Cathe said, leaning against the 
side of the door, “We’ve already got food, money, and clothes 
with the kats.” 

“Alright, then.” Eirika hooked her sheathed sword onto 
her belt and threw her cloak over her shoulders. “All set.” 

They walked out the door and down the hall. “I couldn’t 
find you all day yesterday,” Eirika remarked. 

“T stick to my room a lot.” Cathe shrugged. “It’s on the top 
floor, northwest corner. Tower, remember?” She chuckled to 
herself. “Not that my father would ever let you anywhere 
near.” 

“No worries. I get to see you now.” Cathe scoffed, and 
Eirika followed her down the two flights of stairs to the 
ground floor. “So, what does your father want from us?” she 
asked as they reached the bottom. 

“You'll find out soon enough.” Eirika raised an eyebrow. 
“James has already ridden out ahead of us. You'll meet up 
with him in the capital, and he’ll give you your orders from 
there. That’s all I can tell you.” Eirika still gave her the same 
sideways look. “My father isn’t exactly quick to trust if you 
couldn’t tell. My work is more secretive than James’s, so he’d 
rather have you take orders from him.” 

“What'll you be up to, then?” 

“What did I just tell you?” Cathe brought a finger to her 
lips. 

Eirika gave her a half smile of reluctant understanding. 
“Alright, I trust you. And I trust James too.” Cathe looked 
frustrated at that last bit, but Eirika just glanced around the 
hallway as they kept walking. “Hey, where are we going?” 

“It’s safer to leave out the back,” Cathe answered as they 
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walked further and further from the front of the keep, 
“Wouldn't want civilians seeing us out and about, not after 
James dragged us in like the criminals we are. This is where 
I’d normally arrive from if not for him. But he gets his sick 
pleasures from seeing me tied up, so what can you do?” She 
chuckled quietly. 

“Oh, I’m sure that’s not true,” Eirika said in a reasoned 
voice as they arrived at a door in the northeast corner of the 
keep. 

Cathe opened the door, and they exited onto a small, 
square yard between the keep and the outer wall. On either 
side of the yard, shorter walls separated it from the rest of the 
yards encircling the keep. The wall to their left had a set of 
large double doors right at its center, and another set, just as 
large, sat on the outer wall in front of them. Two kats with 
plain brown saddles, one black and one white, stood in the 
center of the yard carrying four full saddlebags each. 

“T see you've still got the same kat,” Eirika said, “You must 
like him quite a bit.” 

“He’s strong and fast,” Cathe replied in a casual tone, 
walking to her kat. 

Eirika walked over to the other one. “Have you given him 
a name?” 

Cathe laughed. “I’m sure he’s got his own.” She rubbed 
him behind the ear. “You’re smart enough for that, aren’t 
you?” The kat purred, and Eirika laughed along with Cathe. 

Cathe walked her kat to the outer doors, and Eirika 
followed. They pushed their way through and then through a 
second set of doors on the outer edge of the wall, exiting onto 
a trail that wound its way down the steep hill to the northeast 
of the castle. The plain to the north stretched out empty 
except for a few scattered trees at the bottom of the hill. 

Eirika’s eyes at last settled on the only inhabited area in 
sight, a large military base with wooden walls positioned to 
the northeast past the base of the cliff where the hill met the 
river. Positioned in a spot where no one could see it there 
from most angles. The cliff hill and walled city blocked any 
view from the west and south. On the opposite side of the 
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river, another large hill rose behind it, and just to its north sat 
a substantial patch of forest. Eirika squinted to get as close a 
look as she could. 

Then she turned to Cathe and saw her pulling herself up 
onto her kat. “What’s going on over there?” she asked in as 
nonchalant a way as she could manage while mounting her 
own kat. 

Once Cathe had settled herself in her saddle, she looked at 
Eirika and then over at the base. “Oh, there? That’s where my 
father keeps most of his troops. Before him, my family never 
kept much of a military, so there’s not a whole lot of room for 
them in and around the castle.” 

Eirika busied herself getting comfortable on her kat. “It’s 
awfully big.” 

Cathe brought her kat up to a trot, and Eirika followed 
down the steep path behind her. “My father likes to keep 
them comfortable,” she said like Eirika should’ve already 
known, “Come on, we’ve got a schedule to keep.” She pushed 
her kat up to a full run, putting quite some distance between 
her and Eirika before she could manage to catch up. 

They rode north away from the walled city at a decent 
pace. The trail disappeared at the bottom of the hill, no road 
in sight ahead of them. Nonetheless, they remained out in the 
open on the plain, avoiding the forest north of the camp and 
the rocky hills to the west. The sun shone bright overhead 
with only a few small clouds in sight. 

Cathe picked up speed ahead of Eirika, but Eirika’s kat no 
longer had any trouble keeping up. For a while, she kept a bit 
of distance between herself and her leader; it seemed like 
Cathe wanted her space. But when the castle had shrunk to a 
blip in the distance behind them, she rode up alongside Cathe 
and tried to get her talking again. 

“Hey, so, what’s with all the professionalism?” Cathe 
tensed up and looked away. “You had way too much fun 
with our game for it to have all been an act.” 

“Tm your boss now-” 

“No, you're not.” 

“—and do you really want me insulting you all the time?” 
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She gave Eirika a look of incredulity. 

“Of course. It gives me something to work with.” Cathe 
scoffed, but Eirika ignored her. “Besides, you’re my friend. I 
know you don’t really mean it. Hey, am I allowed to ask what 
you've been up to these past couple days?” Cathe slowed 
down her kat, and Eirika pulled out ahead of her for a few 
seconds before slowing her own kat down and bringing it 
back to Cathe’s side. Cathe’s lips held tight, her eyes fixed 
forward. “You can’t say.” Eirika looked disappointed. 

“No, no...” Cathe replied, shaking her head. For a moment, 
she didn’t say anything more. “It’s just... I’d been trying not 
to think about it.” 

“Ym sorry.” Eirika grew a concerned look. “You don’t 
have to say anything if you don’t want to.” 

“Actually, it’s...” Her sentence trailed off, and she just 
stared forward for a few seconds. Then she took a deep breath 
and let it out slow. “It’s nice having someone to talk to for 
once,” she muttered, “Even someone like you.” She turned 
away from Eirika for a couple seconds before facing back 
forward. “My father...” She shook her head. “It’s nothing. It 
just seems like whenever I’m at the castle he wants me to 
spend all my time training.” Eirika held her inquisitive look, 
listening close. Cathe saw her expression and grew defensive. 
“T know that sounds ungrateful.” 

“No, it doesn’t,” Eirika said, “You have every right to be 
frustrated.” 

Cathe tightened up her face. “Ugh, why do you have to 
say stuff like that? I want to be at my best.” She bit her lips. “I 
just don’t know how to sometimes, that’s all. He pushes me 
so hard. There’s no end to it. I guess that’s the point. But he 
gets angry sometimes, and I don’t even know why. I just 
don’t know how to be good enough.” 

Despite her best efforts, her frustration had risen, and her 
breathing had quickened. She hid her face as she blinked hard, 
but the shimmer on the back of her neck couldn’t escape 
Eirika’s notice. Eirika furrowed her brow and narrowed her 
eyes, but before she could get a closer look, the shimmer had 
vanished. Nonetheless, she’d seen something there just like 
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back southeast. 

Cathe’s breathing slowed, and she shook her head hard. 
“What am I doing?” Eirika focused back on her voice. “I 
shouldn’t be saying all this. It’s ridiculous. You don’t want to 
hear—” She turned to see Eirika staring at her with a look of 
sympathy and concern. “Of course, you do. That’s what 
makes you so special, isn’t it? I don’t want you to hear me 
complain.” She shut her mouth tight for a couple seconds. 
“But thank you.” 

“Hey, I’m always willing to listen,” Eirika said. 

“T just wish I understood him,” Cathe replied, looking 
defeated. 

“Maybe he’s preparing you to succeed him,” Eirika 
suggested. 

Cathe shot her a suspicious look for a split second before 
calming herself down and turning back forward. “Yeah, 
maybe that’s all it is.” 

Eirika gave her a smile, but then her expression turned to 
one of confusion. “No one knows you exist, though. When are 
you planning to spring that surprise on everyone?” 

The question caught Cathe off guard, but she hid it almost 
well enough for Eirika not to catch it. “We’re waiting for...” 
She grasped for the appropriate words. “The right moment. 
To be honest, I wish I didn’t have to. I’ve never been any good 
at leadership.” Eirika opened her mouth to reply, but Cathe 
cut her off. “Don’t you start telling me I should believe in 
myself or some other saccharine nonsense.” 

Eirika smiled out of the corner of her mouth and built up a 
soft giggle. “You know me too well.” 

“You're incredibly predictable.” Cathe looked out at the 
plains ahead of her. “Come on. We’ve got to pick up the 
pace.” 

The two pushed their kats back up to a full sprint and 
continued in silence. As they rode on, the forest to their right 
curved around, forcing them to turn westward in order to 
keep their distance from the trees. In time, they’d come to ride 
more west than north. Eirika peered out toward the horizon 
where she could just make out a crowded road running 
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perpendicular to them. But Cathe didn’t ride in that direction 
much longer, turning north toward the forest and forcing 
Eirika to catch up. They rode alongside the edge of the forest 
until they reached a patch of woods thinner than the rest, and 
Cathe led Eirika inside. 

Once the forest had enveloped them, the trees started to 
build up denser and denser until they could no longer see the 
plain. Still, they rode on with relative ease, but they had to 
slow their kats to a walk to keep them steady. The sound of 
the river grew louder, and after only a couple more minutes, 
Eirika saw it. It had thinned quite a bit compared to its width 
south of Cardarrian’s city, but as a result its waters rushed 
past much faster. 

But Cathe had steered them true. Right in front of them lay 
a modest stone bridge stretching out across the water. The 
sun shone down onto the gray, marking it out against the 
dark reds and yellows surrounding it. Birds let out their soft 
calls on both sides of the river. The bridge remained intact 
and sturdy, but it looked ancient. No road or trail led up to it. 
The two of them rode side by side up onto the stone, and 
Eirika saw where some small vines had crept up onto its 
edge. 

“Who built this?” Eirika asked the air around her as she 
slowed down to examine her surroundings. 

Cathe kept her steady pace, leaving Eirika behind. “I don’t 
know,” she said in a wistful tone. 

Eirika pushed her kat to catch up to her, and she found her 
companion peering out at the forest beyond the bridge. 
Neither of them found any road or trail on this side either. As 
they rode back down onto the dirt, Eirika looked back at the 
bridge behind her, then at the tall trees around her. “It’s nice 
out here in the wilderness.” 

Cathe gave her a melancholy smile. “Yeah,” she replied, 
taking in her surroundings, “It’s always good to get away 
from people.” 

Eirika smiled back, and they rode on through the forest 
away from the bridge. Before long, they emerged from the 
trees onto the open plains, where they sped back up to a swift 
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run. The sun hung high and bright above them, and they 
could feel its warmth even at their quick pace. They rode over 
steep, bumpy terrain, but their kats handled it with ease, 
showing no signs of tiring. Despite the hills, they could see far 
away on both sides, and to their left, Eirika found that same 
road from south of the river running parallel to them. Despite 
their distance, she could make out the large number of people 
traveling north and south. 

Cathe noticed Eirika looking over at it. “That goes straight 
to the capital.” She pointed to the horizon ahead of them. 
“There.” 

As they came over the next hill, Eirika leaned forward and 
saw that the long stretch of flat land ahead led to a grand 
walled city far larger and more ostentatious than any she’d 
seen in the kingdom. Its golden yellow walls almost shone, 
and even at such a distance, it dominated the horizon. 
Another large river flowed into the city from the east and 
then into a lake on its western side. The lake spread across a 
space at least a few times as large as the capital itself, 
surrounded by forest on its west and north banks. 

All of that looked unimpressive though when compared to 
the king’s palace, Eirika’s goal having come into view at last. 
Rising high above the city on its northern side, the palace 
stretched almost four times as tall as the city walls and almost 
half the width of the city proper. Eirika examined its many 
pointed spires and intricate pale silver architecture. She 
squinted, but she still looked confused. Its material looked 
like nothing else in the kingdom. 

Then her curiosity fell, replaced by a look of sudden 
realization. “Can you be seen with me?” 

Cathe shrugged. “Why not? We’ve been seen together 
plenty. The guards here don’t pay attention, anyway.” She 
looked out at the lake. “We could sneak in, I suppose, but 
we'd have to abandon the kats.” She looked down at her kat, 
then turned back to the city. “I’d rather just go in through the 
front door. James is a different story, but we’ll deal with that 
later.” 

Eirika nodded, and they pressed on. As they closed in on 


120 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


the capital, they swerved closer to the main road, never 
getting close enough for the other travelers to notice them. 
The land had flattened out by this point, so the kats kept up a 
full sprint with ease, and it didn’t take long for them to get 
close enough for Eirika to get a better look at the city walls. 

They didn’t look as impressive or even as sturdy up close, 
made of uneven stone and only painted that golden yellow 
color. From their crenellations hung enormous banners via 
long iron chains. All bright yellow with black borders, each of 
them displayed the image of a multicolored beast with three 
differing heads. One horned, one scaled, one maned, together 
they made up the Tenar royal crest. Towers with sharp 
pointed roofs rose along the wall at regular intervals. 

In time, Cathe decided that it’d come time for them to 
close in on the road, and the two pulled their hoods up over 
their heads. Some of the other travelers glanced over as they 
approached, but no one cared enough to bother them. Most 
seemed preoccupied with their own business. Even with their 
saddlebags, Eirika and Cathe carried far fewer supplies than 
many of the others on the road. 

Soon they arrived at the city gates, the faux golden wall 
towering above them. The gates stood wide open, and 
travelers passed through without hassle in both directions. 
The two guards at the sides of the entrance paid the other 
travelers little mind, but when Cathe and Eirika started 
crossing through the gate, one of the men stepped forward. 

“Hold up,” the man said, holding his palm up to Cathe. A 
young man, he wore light armor with the same yellow color 
as on the banners. “What's that bow for?” 

“Hunting,” Cathe replied in a monotone that just 
concealed her annoyance, “She my seller.” She cocked her 
head at Eirika. Her dagger remained camouflaged enough 
against her outfit that the man hadn’t noticed it, and Eirika’s 
sword rested beneath her cloak. 

The guard looked them over. “Where’s your prey, then?” 
he asked in a suspicious tone, eyeing their saddlebags. 
“Doesn’t look too impressive to me.” 

Cathe glanced over at the other guard, an older man not 
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paying much attention to the situation. Sighing, she turned 
back to the younger one, but before she could put in the effort 
to say any more, Eirika spoke up. “We haven't set up shop yet. 
We've got to get that taken care of before she can do any 
hunting, right? We wouldn’t want anything to go rotten.” She 
did her best to sound reasonable. 

The guard grew a baffled look when he heard the voice 
coming from Eirika’s cloak, but he shook it off and turned 
back to Cathe. “Be careful with that bow, now,” he said, 
chuckling to himself, “Don’t hurt those soft little hands of 
yours.” He eyed Cathe’s face under her hood. “Where are you 
from?” 

Cathe’s eyes flashed at the edge of perception, but she kept 
her cool. Before either of them could say anything further, the 
older guard cut in. “Oh, let them hunt. They’re probably just 
some foreign touched types from one of the shadow towns. 
They’re harmless.” The young guard backed off slow, 
scowling to himself and refusing to say anything. Stone faced, 
Cathe bade her kat pass through the gates. Eirika smiled and 
nodded at the older guard before following. 

Past the gate, Eirika found the whole city around her built 
out of a haphazard mix of stone and brick, but she couldn’t 
find a crack or a hole in it anywhere. The gray street slanted 
down toward the north just enough to notice, slid toward the 
palace. The red brick and gray stone buildings looked far less 
gaudy than the wall, but they all stood tall and sturdy 
nonetheless. Each one they passed rose at least two stories tall, 
and most stretched far around as well. 

Pedestrians crowded both the sidewalks and the streets 
themselves, so Eirika, Cathe, and all the other riders had to 
tread light if they didn’t want to run anyone over. To the far 
north, a tall, steep roof rose high above the rest of the capital, 
a grand temple at the center of the city with a few other large 
buildings around it. Only the palace in the distance rose 
higher. Eirika smiled at the sight. 

With great care, they rode a few blocks into the city before 
turning right onto a smaller street with fewer pedestrians. 
Cathe never missed an opportunity to pick up the pace. After 
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a couple more blocks of riding in silence, she led Eirika 
around a left-hand corner and into an alley that still stretched 
wide enough for their kats to fit side by side. Rounding a final 
corner to where they couldn’t see the streets in either 
direction, Cathe slowed to a stop and twisted her body to face 
Eirika behind her. 

“This is where we part for now.” 

Eirika let out a slow sigh. “I really don’t see why we can’t 
keep working together.” 

“I’ve got my assignment, and I work alone. Our little tryst 
never could’ve lasted.” Cathe’s casual words did a poor job at 
hiding a tone that said she didn’t want to argue. 

“And I’m not even allowed to know what you do.” 

“Right.” Cathe shrugged. “And anyway, aren’t you the 
ghost of Lady Eirika? You got Lord Cardarrian to hear you 
out. Good for you. Go spread the news to the people. I mean, 
as far as they’re concerned, I’m just your sidekick, right? They 
won't care if I’m off doing my own thing. And once they see 
you with James, they won't get suspicious when I start talking 
to him.” She shuddered at the thought. 

“Cathe, I’m here to see the king,” Eirika said, exasperated. 

“T told my father what you’re good at. He wants you 
winning over the commoners. Go whine at James about it.” 
Her tone got more serious. “He and his lackeys are off to the 
east on that street we just came from. There’s some barracks 
and a kat pen for their types. You can’t miss it.” She turned to 
leave, then let out a reluctant sigh. “And if you’re interested, 
one of the king’s nephews ought to be arriving soon from the 
northeast, but you didn’t hear it from me.” Eirika smiled, but 
Cathe didn’t bother looking. 

She gave a quick wave and rode off down the alley, but 
Eirika shouted after her before she could get too far. “Can you 
try not to kill anyone at least? For me?” 

“No promises!” Cathe shouted back over her shoulder. 
Her kat slowed down for a second. “But I'll try.” Then a 
moment later, she vanished around a corner and left Eirika 
alone. 

Eirika smiled and sighed, then turned her kat around and 
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rode back the way she’d come, dropping her hood in the 
process. Back out on the road, she turned east and moved on, 
doing her best not to disturb the crowd. Only a few minutes 
and a couple of blocks later, she found the place Cathe had 
told her about, a large cobblestone square and pen area off to 
the right of the road. As she turned onto the square, she 
found James standing by the pen with a couple other knights 
and a handful of Cardarrian soldiers. Behind the pen, she saw 
the few small barracks for the soldiers. She rode over to him 
and dismounted in as elegant a manner as she could. 

“Ah,” James said, turning to Eirika, “You have impeccable 
timing, I see. Keep that up.” The knights speaking with him 
turned and walked away the moment he spoke to her. 

“Er, thank you,” Eirika replied, growing a smile, “I will.” 
A couple soldiers walked over and led her kat toward the pen, 
removing the saddlebags and laying them down against a 
wall. 

James showed her a slight nostalgic smile, and for a 
moment he looked far less serious and severe than usual, 
gazing into her eyes. But the moment ended as soon as it had 
begun. “To business then.” It came out straightforward but 
friendly. 

“Of course.” She beamed at him as she spoke, but he 
remained calm and serious. 

“Your orders,” he continued, pausing to wait until she’d 
grown somber enough for his liking, “are to learn everything 
you can about the commoners of this city. Get to know them, 
and make sure they get to know you. I’m told you’re good at 
that. There’s a festival going on tonight at the north central 
square, though it may turn out to be too hectic for your 
purposes. Regardless, we need the people on our side. We 
need them friendly to our way of doing things for when we 
make our inevitable changes.” 

Eirika cocked her head as if she hadn’t just heard that a 
minute ago. “That’s what I’ve been doing. I don’t need to 
work with Cardarrian to do that. We need to talk to the king 
if we’re going to make any real difference.” 

“That's my job.” If he wanted to give her a sterner look 
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than usual, it didn’t come off much different from his regular 
disposition. “We each have our role to play. I have the rank to 
speak to royalty. The moment you approach a Tenar, you'll be 
laughed out of the city.” Eirika’s forced somber look broke for 
a moment. 

Perhaps he saw this because his voice softened. “Besides, 
without you we wouldn’t have a strong connection to the 
peasants. It actually makes a lot of sense.” She regained her 
composure and smiled a bit despite herself. James then 
hardened back up. “I'll trust you to make sure crime is 
properly dealt with.” He looked around at nothing. 
“Unfortunately, the watch here is pitiful, so use your own 
discretion. But do everything in your power to maintain 
order.” 

Eirika nodded. “Okay,” she got out. 

“What supplies will you need?” 

“Only necessities,” she replied in an earnest voice, “I can 
take care of myself.” 

“Good,” he said, curt, “You’re impressing me already.” He 
didn’t show the impression in his voice, but Eirika grinned 
regardless. James walked over and picked up one of her 
saddlebags off the ground, shuffled through it, and walked 
back to hand it to her. “This ought to be a good mix. There’s 
food, water, peasant’s clothes, and some coin if you need it.” 
Eirika peered into the bag and saw a plain brown dress along 
with some bread, a coin purse, and a canteen. It also 
contained a strap to help carry it all. 

“Thank you, sir,” Eirika said, smiling wide, “You're too 
generous. This is more than enough.” She removed her cloak 
and stuffed it into the bag, then attached the strap and slung 
it around her shoulder. “When should I report back?” 

“Tomorrow morning, not long after dawn. That will be 
all.” 

Eirika nodded, but he’d already started walking away. She 
gave him one last smile that he couldn’t see, then turned 
around. Looking north, the temple at the center of the city 
towered over the nearby buildings, and the palace in the 
distance towered over that. She could’ve seen it no matter 
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where she stood in the city. Steadying her gaze, she walked 
back out of the square onto the street and headed east. 

As she walked, she scanned the area and the people 
around her as she always did, but nothing looked awry. Most 
of the pedestrians wore stoic expressions as they went about 
their business; they didn’t seem to have time for anything out 
of the ordinary. On the occasion that one of the locals gave 
her the sort of bizarre expression she’d by now grown used to, 
she made sure to return it with a smile. 

A minute or two later, she turned a corner and started 
walking north. A few more blocks passed her by, and she 
arrived at a large, open square. Then moments after walking 
into the wide-open space, the sound of rushing water filled 
her ears, drowning out any noise made by the locals. Straight 
across the square, she spotted a stone bridge over the central 
river. As she approached the edge of the river, she peered out 
over the sheer drop from street level to the water far below. 

On the left side of the bridge, though, she found a narrow 
set of stairs leading down to a small stone platform just above 
water level. A boy and a girl knelt next to the water and 
splashed each other in the face over and over, laughing the 
whole time. When they saw Eirika looking down at them, 
they turned their heads up in surprise and amazement. She 
smiled and waved at them, and they smiled back before 
returning to their play. 

As she crossed the bridge, she stuck her head over the side, 
watching the dark blue water rush past beneath her. In her 
distraction, she didn’t notice how different the north side 
looked until she stepped off the bridge. The street narrowed 
out quick, much narrower than the streets to the south, and 
almost all the buildings here had a few chipped bricks. Fewer 
people walked on this side of the bridge, and many wore torn 
and dirty clothes. Those who saw her looking at them turned 
away and moved on with their business. She let out a quiet 
sigh as she took in her new surroundings then pressed on to 
the north. 

A few minutes later, she arrived at a perpendicular street 
much wider than any other she’d seen for a while. She looked 
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to her right where she found the city wall and an eastern gate 
only a few blocks away. It stood wide open, but only a few 
travelers occupied its street whether coming or going. Some 
of the pedestrians near Eirika stood stiff at the side of the road 
staring past her further into the city. 

Turning to follow their gazes, she found a large, ornate, 
white carriage rolling away from her about a block down the 
street flanked by two guards on kats who wore the same sort 
of armor the gate guards wore. The way the carriage guards 
positioned themselves around their vehicle left almost no 
room to their sides for locals to pass, even on foot. A few 
backed up against the walls on the sides of the street to stay 
out of their way, but the guards didn’t care to make it easy. 

Eirika’s eyes widened, and she hopped into a jog toward 
the commotion. The carriage rolled along at its slow pace, and 
before long she'd gotten close enough to make out the soft 
pale hand reaching out of its side to wave at the few 
pedestrians who managed to get around the guards. Eirika 
never saw the man’s face, though. The front of the carriage 
looked open, but its back rose high above her eye level. 

Just as she came up behind one of the guards, he stopped, 
and she had to catch herself so as not to run into his kat. 
Peering around the side of the carriage, she saw a man only a 
few feet tall standing right in the middle of the road, facing 
the procession. He wore elaborate, colorful clothing and a 
wooden mask with a silly smile painted on it that didn’t quite 
cover his long, curly beard. In his hands, he held a large scroll 
along with various odd props that he somehow succeeded at 
keeping a grip on. 

She couldn’t hear what the man said, but she could see 
him gesturing with all theatricality to the carriage driver. The 
pedestrians who’d remained nearby stopped to gawk and 
gossip, their voices drowning out his own. He bowed and 
fumbled around with his props, wasting even more of the 
procession’s time. Then the two guards rode around to the 
front of the carriage to cut his performance short. 

Right as they reached the front, another figure ran straight 
past Eirika from the side of the street, almost brushing against 


127 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


her. Taken aback, she followed the movement and found a 
young man kneeling at the carriage’s rear. Rather lean and 
short though not so much as the man in front, he had the 
same tan shade of skin as the upstart bard. On his back, he 
carried a sword of substantial size. 

He fiddled with something at the bottom of the carriage, 
and upon closer inspection, Eirika made out the hidden trunk 
compartment as he picked its lock. Within seconds, he’d 
opened the little compartment, shoveled some of its jewels 
into a small bag on the side of his belt, and closed it back up. 
Glancing around, Eirika saw numerous common folk idling 
and witnessing him doing this, but none of them gave him 
more than a quick look before averting their gaze. 

The next time she looked back, the thief had rushed into an 
alley on the opposite side of the street. She glanced back at 
where the Tenar’s hand hung limp from the carriage window, 
and she clenched her fists, biting her lip and bouncing on the 
balls of her feet. Then before she could give it another thought, 
she'd bolted off after the thief. The moment she stepped into 
the alley, though, he heard her coming and broke into a sprint. 
He kept up his speed despite his bag and sword, but Eirika’s 
bag didn’t slow her down either. 

Weaving through multiple alleys with no open roads in 
sight, Eirika struggled to keep track of the thief. He must’ve 
known the area well. The buildings grew more and more 
dilapidated the further north they ran, and the ground turned 
wet and dirty. More so than her burden or the corners, the 
care she had to take to avoid slipping on a puddle or tripping 
over a piece of debris slowed her down. 

She turned a corner and found nothing but bricks and 
scraps. The thief had disappeared. Her eyes widened, and she 
sprinted down to the next corner. Then a sigh of relief washed 
over her when she found him stood frozen at a dead end, 
staring at a tall brick wall that blocked off any escape. He 
panted hard. 

“It’s alright,” she said, trying to remain calm, “I’m not 
going to hurt you, and I’m not going to turn you in. But I 
can’t let you leave with that.” 


128 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


The thief’s bag dropped from his hand, landing between 
him and the wall, and he spun to face his pursuer. His steel 
blue eyes matched his steely gaze, and his thin pursed lips 
gave him an almost frightening look of determination despite 
his smooth skin and soft features. His fists clenched at his 
sides. 

“Back off!” he spat at Eirika in a voice higher than his 
looks might’ve led her to expect, “Don’t test me. I’m not 
afraid of you.” 

His eyes roamed over her, noting her emblem and then the 
sheathed sword at her hip. Reaching over his shoulder, he 
yanked his own sword from its sheath, holding it with both 
hands. The large gray sword weighed a bit much for the man, 
as lean as he looked. His baggy, tattered clothes rustled back 
and forth as he shifted his weight to maintain balance, and his 
messy blond hair fell forward just enough to cover the tops of 
his eyes before he could flip it back. 

“Who do you think you are? What do you care about some 
Tenar?” His voice shook as he glanced back and forth 
between her firm stance and the sword at her hip. 

“Ym the ghost of Lady Eirika,” she responded in a calm 
but firm tone. She slid out her sword as well, holding the rosy 
blade in front of her and showing it off to him. “And I’d 
appreciate not having to use these things as part of our 
conversation.” 

The thief eyed her sword for a moment, then stepped 
forward and swung right to left, not close enough to hit her 
but close enough to scare most people into backing away. She 
didn’t. She stepped forward to meet him and held out her 
sword to block the incoming swing. The larger sword 
bounced back like it had hit a wall, the tip falling and 
skidding across the ground. The thief staggered, not having 
anticipated such resistance, but he kept ahold of his sword. 
He stared down at it, bewildered. 

“That sword’s too heavy for someone with your physique. 
You ought to be using a smaller one like mine.” She held out 
her sword once again for him to look at. He saw the pink 
shine of the blade, and his expression flashed from 
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bewilderment to anger. He lifted his sword back up and held 
it as steady as he could despite his obvious exhaustion. Eirika 
smirked. “Let go of your macho pride.” 

“T won't be insulted by some bootlicker!” he shouted, and 
he swung down at her from above, no longer caring if he hit 
her. Eirika grabbed the blade of his sword with her free hand 
as it fell. She yanked it out of his grip, threw it to the ground 
at her side, and held it down with her foot. 

“You're short and scrawny,” she said, towering over him, 
“Your stance is all wrong. You’re using a weapon you can’t 
swing properly. And are you breathing with your chest or 
your abdomen? Breathing wrong hurts your stamina, and you 
were out of breath to begin with. You'll never be a good 
fighter if you refuse to acknowledge your own body.” 

“You...” He struggled to speak, opening his mouth a few 
more times before finding his words. “You don’t know 
anything!” He glared into the space in front of him, though 
Eirika couldn’t tell whether his anger shot more at her or 
himself. 

“I know you had a good reason for what you did,” she 
answered, picking up the bag from behind him and using her 
other hand to keep her sword pointed at his chest. “But I also 
know that stealing from others to fix your own problems only 
leads to more people getting hurt in the end. You need to 
work with people, not against them.” 

The man’s eyes widened in desperation, and his breathing 
quickened. “Who exactly am I hurting here? The Tenars don’t 
need a few jewels. They’ve got enough to fill their palace ten 
times over. How is that justice when there are people with 
nothing? When there are children starving to death! What are 
we supposed to do, ask them kindly? Fall to our knees and 
beg? I refuse to be civil with rulers who couldn’t care less 
about the lives of their people!” His voice rose to an even 
higher pitch on that last word, the end of his non-stop volley 
of accusations. Panting hard now, he reached for anything 
more to say but found nothing. 

Eirika stood stone stiff. She looked the man over. Then her 
face softened, and she let out a short sigh. “You're right,” she 
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said, sheathing her sword and holding the bag out in front of 
her. 

“What?” he asked, unable to parse her sudden shift. 
Nonetheless, his breathing slowed. 

“With the way things are, there’s no other way. You and 
your people clearly need this more than the Tenars do. Next 
time, you should try opening with that instead of the sword.” 
She smiled and shook the bag at him. 

He snatched it out of her hand, eyeing her with contempt. 
“No one listens to talk.” He kept his eye on her hands as she 
failed to respond. “What did you call yourself? Lady Eirika?” 

Her smile widened. “What's your name?” 

He stood silent for a few seconds, expressionless. “Soren 
Black.” The words slid out slow. 

“Be careful, Soren. Only steal when it’s necessary, and only 
from people who can afford the loss.” He grew an annoyed 
look. “But I believe you. Would you mind introducing me to 
the people you're helping to feed? Maybe I can do something 
for them.” She picked his sword up off the ground and 
handed it back to him. He still looked suspicious, so she held 
her hands up in the air. “I swear I’m not up to anything.” 

Soren stared at the ground. “I couldn’t stop you, anyway. 
Follow me.” 
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10 
SELF-STYLED HERO 


It took something of a miracle for the temple to stay 
standing. One corner of its roof had a gaping hole, and the 
stone that made up the walls had cracked beyond repair. 
Eirika could only discern it as a place of worship because of 
the faded yellow chains above the door, the same symbol 
she’d seen on the temple in the little farming village to the 
southeast. Its back stood right up against the northeastern city 
wall like someone had hid it from the rest of the city, and 
despite how close it stood to the palace, the dilapidated 
buildings throughout the quarter hid it well from any of the 
richer citizens. 

The little square in front of the temple had, over the years, 
turned more dirt than stone. A few small plants had grown 
up in sporadic spots, but most of the area contained only dust 
and bits of debris. No more than shacks made from thin wood, 
the little homes surrounding the square and the temple 
looked flimsy enough for any significant wind to blow them 
over. Lucky for them, the wall stopped any of that. 

A reluctant Soren led his guest across the square and in 
through the creaky wooden door at the front of the temple. 
Eirika had her supplies strung over her shoulder while Soren 
carried his bag of stolen jewels at his side. The temple had no 
proper floor of its own, just a continuation of the cracked 
stone and dirt from outside. Some of the stone on the ground 
looked like it had fallen off the walls. The whole building had 
just one big open room with stone pillars holding up what 
remained of the roof. Haphazard rows of wooden benches 
lined the place starting from the entrance and leading all the 
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way back to the far end. The preacher didn’t have any sort of 
platform or idol, just an open area in which to stand and 
preach. 

Around the room sat people of all ages, many of them 
elderly, many of them children. Some just sat there while 
others ate bits of food and still others conversed with one 
another. A few of the children ran the perimeter of the room, 
chasing each other back and forth. Eirika surveyed the place, 
then looked to her host as he wore the same stony but 
defeated expression that had settled on his face since agreeing 
to bring her here. She studied his features close for the first 
time. 

“Hey, Soren!” A gruff but jovial voice called out before she 
could take anything in. “Did you get it? What took you so 
long?” Eirika turned to find the bard in bright, eccentric 
clothes who, not too long ago, had assisted Soren’s heist. He 
walked across the temple to them, his mask gone. “Who've 
you got here?” he asked, gesturing at her. 

“It’s hard to tell,” Soren answered under his breath, staring 
across the room. “She calls herself Lady Eirika.” 

The older brother turned to his guest and smiled. “Pleased 
to meet you, ma’am,” he said, walking over to her and taking 
a deep bow, “The name’s Stewart. Stewart Black. I see you’ve 
been taking care of my little brother!” Eirika had an easy time 
making out his broad smile through his thick beard, and so 
she returned the grin and bowed right back. 

Upon closer inspection, she found that his colorful shirt 
comprised itself of patches of other clothing, many of them 
smudged or torn. He took the time to admire her outfit in 
return. “Looks like you share my love of the theatre! We 
ought to get along splendidly.” He held out a hand, and she 
shook. “I was wondering what was holding Soren up. He 
never can resist a pretty woman.” He chuckled and glanced at 
his brother. 

Soren’s whole body tensed. “Don’t joke about that,” he 
said, “You know as well as I do how that would end.” He 
crossed his arms, looking uncomfortable about himself. “No, 
she tried to vigilante me out of our prize, but when I told her 
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we were stealing for food, she made a complete turnaround. I 
don’t know what to make of her.” 

“IT wanted to see if I could do anything to help,” Eirika 
explained. She crouched down to Stewart’s level and leaned 
in close to whisper, “And I had to make sure your brother 
wasn’t pulling one over on me.” Soren pursed his lips and 
glared. 

“A ha ha!” Stewart held his stomach as Eirika stood back 
up. “Pulling one over is what we do best! But it’s all for a 
good cause. I promise you that.” He looked around the room. 
“Tf you want to help, Ellie’s the one to talk to. Hey Ellie!” 

Soren cringed as a young woman on the far side of the 
room turned her head and stood up. She said a few words to 
the kids around her, then started walking toward the trio. A 
bit taller than Eirika, her dirty white robe and brown hair 
swished back and forth as she moved. Nothing about her 
looked at all like a typical religious leader. She looked a few 
years older than Eirika and Soren, but her round, light brown 
face looked not dissimilar to that of any other poor young 
woman. Eirika smiled as she approached, but Soren did his 
best to put up a show of defiance. 

Before anything else, she saw the bag in his hand. “Do you 
have to keep doing this, Soren? It scares me. I don’t want you 
to get yourself killed.” Her voice came out soft and sweet, but 
her fear and sadness sounded genuine. 

“We've got to feed everyone,” Soren answered, “Stewart's 
storytelling only makes us so much.” He did all he could to 
both maintain his composure and dodge her gaze. 

“T know, I know.” Ellie sighed “May our Master find a use 
for it.” She brought her hands to her chest and looked up at 
the broken ceiling. “Just be careful selling... whatever that is.” 
She waved her hands in dismissal. “I don’t want to see it. You 
too, Stewart. Keep yourself and your brother safe.” 

“IT do my best, Ellie,” Steward said, “You know that.” 

Ellie raised her eyebrows at Eirika as if noticing her for the 
first time. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners?” She looked 
down and shook her head. “I’m Ellie. I take care of this 
temple, sort of.” 
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“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Eirika responded, smiling, 
“Ym the ghost of Lady Eirika.” She took a deep bow. “Is there 
any way I can help you all?” 

“Come on, Soren,” Stewart said, “Let’s go hide the loot.” 
The two of them walked back out the door. 

Ellie started walking across the room, motioning for Eirika 
to follow. “I’m not quite sure what you could do. What kind 
of resources do you have?” 

“T have connections to Lord Cardarrian,” Eirika replied, 
following her, “He seems to care more about the people than 
most of the nobles, and he’s trying to get the king on our side. 
I can let him know how bad things have gotten here. He 
might be able to send aid.” They stopped between a couple 
broken pillars on the left side of the room. 

Ellie raised her eyebrows, then sighed. “To be honest, I 
don’t put much faith in any of the nobles. Is that ironic? That 
it’s easier to have faith in our unseen Master than in our 
fellow instruments?” She looked out over the messy 
congregation. “But who knows? Maybe you’re right.” 

Eirika gave her a sad, sympathetic smile. “Well, for now, 
here.” She pulled her bag off her shoulder, took her cloak out, 
and then thrust the bag with the rest of its contents into Ellie’s 
hands. “You need it more than I do.” 

Ellie took the bag and looked inside. “Are you sure? Do 
you have any left over for yourself?” 

Eirika’s smile grew bright. “I'll live. I might be able to 
scrounge up some more if I can get it off Cardarrian’s 
soldiers.” She pulled her cloak over her shoulders. 

“Thank you,” Ellie said, “Really. Any amount helps.” She 
looked back out across the room. 

Eirika followed her gaze and surveyed the people of 
various ages all around the room, the children to the elderly. 
Despite the state of the building and how thin they all looked, 
many of them chatted amongst themselves in quite a lively 
manner. She spotted a girl and a somewhat older boy who 
looked like brother and sister. They had so much fun just 
playing with the rocks on the temple floor, laughing loud 
enough for Eirika to hear from across the room. As she gazed 
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at the two, her smile vanished. She closed her eyes and shook 
her head. 

“Mercy,” Ellie said without thinking. 

Eirika opened her eyes and turned to look at her. “Hmm?” 

“Lady Eirika,” she replied, “Mercy. I never liked that story 
as a kid, but I’m guessing you don’t see it the way most 
people do.” Eirika nodded. “We could all use a bit more 
mercy in our lives.” She paused and looked over her 
followers once again. “I started calling myself a preacher 
because I saw the sadness in everyone around me. I wanted to 
give them some amount of comfort if nothing else. My faith 
was the only way I knew how.” 

She sighed. “I want to do right by them, but I feel so 
powerless sometimes. We've got to rely on what little mercy 
we can get. That can be scary, though. I know our Master has 
a purpose for us. I know he’ll reward our perseverance in the 
end, but I can’t help but think I’m not doing enough in this 
world.” 

“You shouldn’t expect yourself to do everything,” Eirika 
said, “Just do the best you can.” 

“T guess you're right.” Ellie paused. “Most preachers have 
a lot more experience than I do, after all. And actual training. 
Most are men, for that matter.” She let out a sad laugh. “I 
can’t expect to be the best.” 

Eirika shrugged. “Most faetale heroes are men too, but 
when you want to make a difference, all that stuff is 
irrelevant.” Ellie let out a quiet laugh and nodded. They stood 
in silence for a moment before Eirika spoke again. “I know a 
story about that. A woman of faith, I mean, a leader.” 

Ellie turned to listen, and Eirika smiled and continued. 
“Her religion didn’t allow female leaders either.” She 
chuckled to herself. “Though I guess it’s more accurate to say 
the men in charge didn’t allow it. She didn’t care, though. She 
knew better. Her whole life, she spent traveling and helping 
people she could, and over time, more and more people saw 
the sense in her more inclusive faith. Of course, she never 
claimed to be a leader, but the men in charge didn’t care. 
They branded her a heretic and sent their soldiers to track her 
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down.” Eirika sighed. “In the end, they killed her in broad 
daylight while she was feeding a homeless family.” 

Ellie’s eyes went wide. “That’s not very comforting.” 

Eirika let out a quiet laugh. “I guess not. But hey, there’s a 
big statue of her set up in their holy ground. She’s standing 
defiant between the menacing soldiers and the cowering 
family. Women of her faith see her as a role model.” She 
shrugged and gave Ellie a grin. “I guess the allegory got away 
from me a little bit. I’m not sure why I gravitate to all the 
morbid stuff. The point is you shouldn’t put yourself down.” 

Ellie giggled for a moment, then turned to look out at the 
room. “Her faith, huh? You really do know the world outside 
the kingdom. I didn’t want to judge you by your looks.” 

“Inspiration can come from anywhere,” Eirika replied with 
a smile. 

Before Ellie could question her any further, the front door 
creaked open, and Soren stepped back in. He’d lost his bag, 
but he still had his sword sheathed on his back. The two 
women watched him as he closed the door, but he glanced 
back for only a moment before walking over to the opposite 
side of the room. Eirika followed him with her eyes, then 
turned to Ellie. 

“Why does he carry that sword?” she asked, “He’s awfully 
quick to use it. I know Ihad him cornered. He was scared. But 
if nothing else, he ought to carry a weapon he can actually 
wield.” 

Ellie looked at the floor and frowned, staying silent for a 
few seconds. “He...” She hesitated, choosing her words with 
care. “I think he wants to be our protector. He likes stories 
like that, protectors of the weak. He’s not that different from 
me in that way. That’s why he steals, at least.” She sighed. “I 
can’t deny that he provides for us. We wouldn’t have enough 
without him and Stewart. But he’s never had any training. I 
just wish he’d be more careful.” She looked sad, but also a bit 
nervous. 

Eirika gave her a look of sympathy. “It’s admirable what 
he’s doing, risking his life for you all. But why not use a 
smaller sword?” 
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“We don’t exactly have an excess of them around. I don’t 
even know where he got that one. He probably stole it from a 
knight. It’s the kind they use.” She retreated into her head for 
a moment. “When he was a boy, he always loved talking 
about the knights. He wanted to be one when he grew up. 
He’s long since disillusioned himself of that now, but I think 
something inside him still likes the idea. We're all taught how 
knights are the ideal man. A lot of men look up to them, even 
all the way down here. He wants to be—” Her voice cut off, 
and she shut her mouth tight. 

Eirika eyed her with curiosity, but she still wouldn’t say 
any more. Then Eirika turned and looked over at Soren across 
the room. Kneeling in front of a trio of children, he talked and 
laughed along with them. She gazed over his smile, his short, 
lean physique, and the smooth, soft skin of his face. As his 
features sank in, her eyes widened, and her hands went to her 
mouth. “Oh, I’m horrible...” she mumbled through her 
hands. 

Ellie looked at her, and panic leapt onto her face. “Oh 
no...” she whispered, “I didn’t mean to... I tried not to...” She 
grasped at words, frantic. “Please don’t think he’s strange. 
He’s really a good man.” 

“T insulted him,” Eirika said to no one in particular, not 
even registering Ellie’s words. “That’s why he got so angry.” 
She turned to Ellie. “I’ve got to apologize.” Then she left 
Ellie’s side before she could object. 

Eirika jogged between the benches to reach the other side 
of the room as fast as she could. Soren couldn’t help but hear 
her scraping the wood and knocking around loose stones as 
she came toward him. He said a few last words to the kids, 
who then scurried away to another corner of the room. His 
face remained stoic and unreadable as he stood to meet Eirika, 
who slowed to a stop and leaned in close. 

“Soren, I'd like to apologize for earlier,” she said at just 
above a whisper, “I shouldn’t have insulted your masculinity. 
I didn’t realize, you know, but I of all people really ought to 
know better. Can we start over?” She managed a guilty smile. 

Soren pursed his lips and tilted his head to look over her 
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shoulder at where Ellie still stood at the other end of the room. 
Eirika turned her head in time to see Ellie cringe. Ellie 
mouthed the word, “Sorry,” then hurried over to an older 
couple nearby. 

Soren backed up and sat down on the floor with his back 
against the wall. “Sit down,” he said, patting the floor, and 
Eirika sat down next to him. He stared out across the room, 
tapping his fingers on the floor beside him, and it seemed like 
he’d lost the ability to pay attention to anything outside his 
own head. “I ought to be used to it by now. It’s just always 
nerve-wracking in the moment.” 

Eirika nodded. “Yeah, I get that.” 

“It’s okay. You’re okay. No, what’s bothering me now 
is...” He paused for a few seconds, trying to narrow down 
what to say. “You’re a woman, right?” 

“Yeah!” Her eyes lit up. 

He took a second to react. “It’s just, you’re like a hero, a 
real one. Or something like that, at least. I spend a lot of time 
thinking about faetales, eh, heroes, you know? And you 
obviously do too.” He let out a nervous laugh. “Back there in 
that alley, you were passionate and unrelenting and just, but 
then when I told you you’re fighting for the wrong side, you 
just trusted me, just like that.” 

He pointed at her chest. “That’s your own personal 
emblem, I assume. I’ve never seen it before, at least.” Eirika 
smiled and nodded, but he didn’t seem to notice. “And you’re 
an amazing fighter, like, supernaturally good. Much better 
than I am. I...” He frowned and looked down at his lap. “I’ve 
kind of always thought strength and heroism were my most 
masculine qualities.” 

Eirika failed to stifle a laugh. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t 
do that.” 

“No, you're right,” Soren responded, chuckling along with 
her, “It’s pretty silly. Most people say so.” 

“No, it’s not.” Soren grew quiet, and Eirika looked down 
at her lap. “Just between you and me.” She swallowed. 
“You're not alone. When I was younger, people used to call 
me a boy.” She let out a breath. “The way I see it, your 
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strength and heroism are as masculine as you are.” 

Soren looked her up and down, then raised his eyebrows. 
“Really? You?” 

Eirika looked up at him and nodded. “That’s not 
something I'd lie about. I didn’t always look like this.” 

“How?” Soren asked in an eager tone. 

Eirika grinned wide. “Call it a gift from the afterlife. 
Maybe once I’ve fixed up this kingdom, I can show you 
where to get one.” 

He shook his head. “I’m never going to leave this city. I’d 
rather not get my hopes up.” Eirika frowned, but he kept on. 
“Whatever. You don’t want to hear about my emotional 
issues. What else can you tell me about yourself?” He turned 
and looked at her eyes for the first time since they’d met, 
squinting to see them better. “Are those purple eyes? Where 
did you come from, anyway? If you’re going to be better than 
me at everything I do, I ought to learn something from you.” 

Eirika laughed again, and she didn’t try to hide it this time. 
“Hold on. Slow down a little. If you like your faetales, you 
must've heard my story, right? I just try to uplift and inspire 
people. You know, give them second chances at life like with 
that thief. That’s all anyone needs to know about me.” 

“Alright,” Soren said. He turned back away from her and 
smiled to himself. “I guess there’s nothing wrong with a bit of 
mystery. But what about those sword tricks? I could stand to 
learn some of those.” 

“The most important thing you need to know about 
combat is that you should try to avoid it as much as possible,” 
Eirika said in a stern voice. Soren looked frustrated but didn’t 
say anything. “Ellie worries about you, and your brother does 
too. Don’t put yourself in any more danger than you need to. 
If you get yourself killed, what’s going to happen to these 
people?” 

“I know that,” he said, staring out across the room, 
“You're right. But I do have to fight, and you’re the best 
chance I’ve got at learning to fight better.” 

Eirika considered for a moment. “What about your chest? 
You at least shouldn't fight constricted like that. Remember 
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what I said about breathing.” 

“It doesn’t make that much of a difference,” Soren objected. 
He let out a frustrated sigh. “Fine.” He reached around his 
back and fiddled with something through his shirt, yanking 
down and then breathing deep. 

“You know, with your baggy clothes I wouldn’t be able to 
tell at all,” Eirika said, trying to soften the blow. 

“Everyone says that,” Soren replied, “I can tell.” Before 
Eirika could apologize, though, he looked her straight in the 
eye. “Teach me to fight.” 

Eirika relaxed and gave him a warm smile. “To be honest, 
I’m not sure how good of a teacher I am, but I guess it can’t 
hurt to try.” She took a quick survey of the room. “Follow 
me.” 

She stood up and walked past Soren toward the open area 
at the back of the temple. Soren, smiling again, hopped to his 
feet to follow behind her. The open area had cleared of people, 
its stone floor somewhat more intact there than the floor 
throughout the rest of the place, safer for their purposes. 
People around the room turned to watch as the two took their 
positions across from one another and Eirika dropped her 
cloak to the floor. 

Eirika waved to get Ellie’s attention. “Ellie!” Ellie looked 
back at her. “Do you mind if we use this spot? Soren wants 
me to teach him some self-defense.” 

Ellie rolled her eyes and sighed. “Why, of course you can 
use our Master’s holy ground to play with your deadly 
weapons. I’m sure He'll have no qualms with that.” Her cool 
broke, and she giggled to herself. “I’m just teasing. Stewart 
tells his stories there, so I might as well let you two give us 
some entertainment. Just play it safe, okay?” She ushered 
her scattered congregation into the seats. 

“Don’t worry about us,” Eirika replied, looking Soren 
straight in the eyes, “Alright then. Place the foot 
corresponding to your dominant hand in front with the other 
behind it at an offset angle. Take a firm, grounded stance, and 
don’t lock your knees.” Soren shifted around and bent his 
legs just a bit. “Good. Now draw your sword but not so fast 
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that you lose your balance.” 

He did as she told him, pulling his sword over his 
shoulder a bit slower than he’d done before, and this time his 
feet stayed planted on the ground. Eirika followed suit, 
grabbing her sword backward with her left hand and flipping 
it down and around to face forward. 

“With a sword that big, you can’t afford to move too fast. 
You need to keep a firm grip, so don’t make any move until 
you can predict what it'll do to you. It should be easier for me 
to cut your hands off than to knock your sword out of them.” 
He tightened his grip. “Breathing should be easier now, so 
don’t forget to do it.” He grew an annoyed look but kept his 
eyes on her sword. She ignored him. 

“Now block!” She lunged at him, swinging at his right side. 
He lifted his sword just in time to block hers, and though it 
bounced off hard, he kept hold of it. She pulled her sword 
back to her side as she hopped away from him. “Very good,” 
she said with a mischievous smile, “Don’t let your emotions 
cloud your judgement, not even the tiniest ones.” 

Soren smirked. “I thought you liked playing with my 
emotions.” 

Eirika returned the look. “So, if you want to beat me, 
you've got to make sure I can’t. Now come at me.” 

Soren stepped forward and swung in a downward 
diagonal. Eirika stepped to the side and swung her sword out, 
stopping it right at the back of Soren’s neck. She pulled her 
sword back to her side, and he stepped away from her. 

“Don’t follow through without thinking. You'll leave 
yourself open. Figure out your movement possibilities 
beforehand so you'll know how to react to a counter.” He 
lashed out in a horizontal swing, forcing her to step back. By 
the time she had enough of an opening to counter, he’d 
already brought his sword back around to block. Her sword 
tapped his, and she bounced away. “You learn fast.” 

“Stop holding back,” he said, “You're better than this.” 

“Most people aren’t,” she replied. 

“And what if someone like you comes along who’s not so 
forgiving?” 
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“No one’s quite like me.” Eirika smiled. “And besides, you 
need more than training to fight like I do.” She looked at her 
sword. 

Soren gave a broad smile. “I’m learning more about you all 
the time.” He sheathed his sword, and Eirika followed suit. 
They looked around, and for the first time since they’d begun, 
they noticed the whole room watching them. Eirika grinned 
and bowed to her audience, and Soren grew embarrassed 
when he saw Ellie beaming with pride. He snapped out of it, 
though, when he heard clapping at the front door where 
Stewart now stood. 

Soren breathed in deep and tightened his binder back up 
as Eirika picked up her cloak, throwing it over her shoulders. 
He started walking toward Stewart, and Eirika hurried along 
behind him. They walked down the center aisle between the 
benches as the others resumed their own activities and 
conversations. As she passed the back row, Eirika noticed the 
two young siblings she’d seen earlier staring up at her in 
wonder. She walked over and stopped beside them. “You two 
take care of each other, okay?” she said, managing to show 
them only a melancholy half smile. The kids smiled wide in 
return, and her melancholy melted away. 

Soren and Stewart waited by the door, looking back at her 
with concern. She jogged over to them, making sure to show 
them her upbeat smile. Once she’d satisfied the brothers as to 
her wellbeing, they all walked out the front door and around 
to the side of the temple. Soren looked back and forth to make 
sure no one else could hear them. 

“You two put on quite a show!” Stewart said, “Soren’s 
never had the chance to spar with anyone before.” 

Eirika shrugged. “Yeah, he roped me into teaching him 
some moves.” She grinned. “I didn’t realize he was such a 
showboat.” 

“And don’t you forget it!” Stewart laughed. “You gave 
that crowd a performance like nothing they’d ever seen before, 
and that’s worth a lot for us.” He patted Soren on the back. 
“And it looks like you made a friend.” He turned to Eirika. 
“Soren’s not usually so friendly with strangers.” 
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Soren stared off. “Strangers aren't friendly with me.” 

Eirika gave Soren a look of sympathy. “Can they usually 
tell? I couldn't.” 

“T don’t think so,” Soren answered, “But I’m never sure. 
I’ve never been good at reading people.” 

Stewart raised his eyebrows at Eirika. “You know about 
him?” 

“Can we stop talking about this?” Soren said, crossing his 
arms. 

“Ym just surprised you're being so open,” Stewart replied. 
Soren grew even more frustrated, glaring out across the 
square. “Sorry, Soren. I’ve got to learn how to keep my mouth 
shut.” 

After a few seconds of silence, Soren’s face softened, and 
he nodded. “Did you finish hiding the loot?” 

“Right. Yeah,” Stewart replied, “T’ll sell it tomorrow.” 

Soren took a deep breath. “Actually, I’ve changed my 
mind. Do you mind if we do it now? I want to meet this buyer 
of yours.” 

“Sure, sure,” Stewart said, “We've got time.” 

“Should I leave, then?” Eirika asked, looking at Soren. 

Soren shook his head. “You can come if you want.” 

“T might as well,” Eirika said, “I’ve got to get to know 
people one way or another.” She looked excited. 

Stewart led Soren and Eirika across to an alley that curved 
around and ended at another part of the northeastern wall. 
Soren detached his sword and sheath and gave them to his 
brother, who entered one of the small homes at the end of the 
alley, gesturing for the others to wait outside. Eirika surveyed 
the area and turned to Soren, who stared up expressionless at 
the empty top of the city wall. She watched him for a bit, 
studying his face as if trying to read his thoughts. 

After a few seconds, he noticed her looking at him. “Sorry, 
I was just lost in my head,” he said, blinking, “Were you 
going to ask me something?” 

“IT was just wondering what you were looking at,” she 
answered. 

He kept looking up. “I’m checking for watchmen,” he said, 
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“T doubt they could tell what we’re doing from up there, but 
I’d rather not take any chances. They always look at us with 
such disgust. They'll take any excuse they can get to lock us 
up. They drop their trash down here sometimes.” He lowered 
his head and stared at the wall in front of him. “We need to 
do more than just steal from them.” 

“Like what?” Eirika asked, concerned. 

Before Soren could answer, Stewart returned from the 
house with bag in hand. “There we go. Let’s head off.” He 
gave them a half smile. “I hope he’s not too much of a coward 
to take all this.” 

Eirika nodded, and the three of them walked back out onto 
the square. They crossed over to a small road heading north, 
then walked in silence for a few minutes. Eirika took in the 
worn-down buildings around her. She couldn't tell the 
purpose of many of them; they looked abandoned for the 
most part. The stone and brick buildings at least looked 
sturdier than the thin wooden shacks around the temple. 
Soren marched onward, stoic, as he ignored the state of the 
surroundings he’d grown up with. 

They turned a corner and stopped at a nondescript 
wooden door, no different from any of the others. Stewart 
strode up to it and knocked, and a few seconds later, the door 
opened to reveal a tall, thin, older man who eyed his three 
visitors with an odd, unreadable expression. “You got 
something good for me this time?” His voice came out raspy, 
and he didn’t wait for an answer. “Who’re these two?” 

Stewart stepped to the side so the man could get a better 
look. “This here’s my brother Soren.” Soren remained silent 
but bowed his head. “And this one’s Eirika. She’s new around 
here.” 

“It's a pleasure to meet you,” Eirika said, but the buyer 
ignored her. 

“Some scrawny little brother you got there.” The buyer 
laughed. “Not quite as short as you are, but that’s not saying 
much. He sure is girly, though.” He turned to Soren. “You 
sure you ought to be out here like this?” Soren tensed, his 
hands curling into fists at his side, but the man didn’t seem to 
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notice. “But hey!” He gestured at Eirika. “You found a manly 
woman to balance him out, foreign touched and all. I’ve got 
to say this new troupe of yours looks better suited to your 
other job, but what do I know?” 

Soren seethed, his hands clenching and releasing on 
instinct. Eirika eyed him with concern, and Stewart stepped 
back in front of them. “You make a habit of insulting the 
people you work with?” 

“Hey, if you don’t want my money, that’s your choice,” 
the man retorted. 

“You'll regret saying that when you see what I’ve got for 
you today.” 

“Ah, you're all talk.” But he stepped aside to let them in. 

Stewart walked inside, but Eirika and Soren stayed put. 
“Maybe we should wait out here,” Eirika said. 

Stewart shot them one last sympathetic look, then swung 
the door shut before Soren could respond. For a moment, he 
stared blank faced at the door, then he turned and leaned 
against the wall, rocking his head and shoulders. His 
breathing slowed. “I guess I’m useless, then.” 

“You are not!” Eirika protested, “He shouldn’t have talked 
to you like that.” 

Soren shook his head. “That’s just how people talk.” Eirika 
didn’t look like she agreed, but she let him continue. “TI can’t 
keep up with that, not like Stewart can. I can’t just laugh this 
stuff off. How am I supposed to get anything done if I can’t 
talk to people?” He rocked a few more times. 

“Get what done?” Eirika asked, “What were you talking 
about earlier when you said you had to do more than steal?” 

Soren peered down the road in both directions to make 
sure no one else could hear. “We can’t keep living like this,” 
he said, quiet, “With the way things are going, it won't be 
long before everyone in the capital is in as bad a state as we 
are or worse. Ellie always talks about perseverance, but if all 
we do is steal, we’re just fighting off the inevitable. Nothing 
will get any better.” 

Eirika smiled. “You're right about that.” 

“If we could get enough people on our side, we could 
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strike back for real, hit the Tenars hard.” He punched his 
open hand. “But no one will work together. I don’t know how 
to make them.” His gaze lowered to the ground. 

“Whoa, whoa.” Eirika waved her arms in front of her. 
“What do you mean strike back? What did I just tell you 
about violence?” 

Soren shook his head. “Nothing about the way they treat 
us isn’t violent.” he said, and Eirika bit her lips, “Anything we 
do in response would only be self-defense. We'll start with 
simple disobedience. We don’t owe them anything until they 
can prove we'll get something in return. But if they send their 
soldiers after us, and they will, then so be it. We’ll do what we 
have to.” Eirika still looked concerned. “There are far more 
commoners than soldiers in this city. But that doesn’t mean 
anything if I can’t get them to work together.” 

“The soldiers are better armed,” Eirika said, “and they 
have actual training. Even if you managed to win, it would 
still be a bloodbath. And that’s not to mention how the nobles 
and the rest of the kingdom would react. I’d rather not see 
any more people get hurt.” 

“Well...” Soren struggled to find words, clenching and 
releasing his fists. “Well, what are we supposed to do, then, 
wait to die? We’re hurting so much already.” 

Stewart reappeared from the door, his buyer behind him. 
The bag in his hand looked far smaller than before, jewels 
replaced with coin. “We really made out today.” He looked 
proud. Then he saw the looks on the other two’s faces. 
“What's going on?” 

Eirika stepped around him and peered through the open 
door past its owner. The dim lit and dusty shop would only 
attract the most desperate customers. “You got business with 
me?” the buyer asked, scowling at Eirika as she ignored him 
standing right in front of her. “I’m not interested in window 
shoppers.” 

Eirika looked him right in the eye. “How much coin do 
you make off this place?” 

“Not enough,” the buyer said “I got a family to feed, so if 
you’re not buying or selling—” 
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“What would you say to a network of people all across the 
city who can help you get by when you're hurting?” Eirika 
cocked her head. 

The buyer took a step forward. “I’d say, ‘What's the 
catch?’” 

“The catch is that when you’re not hurting, you'll be 
expected to help everyone else.” 

The whole time, Soren and Stewart stood behind Eirika, 
bewildered. Just then, though, Stewart caught onto her 
intentions. “With the Tenars and those big merchant 
companies treating us the way they do, we lowlifes have got 
to help each other out, protect ourselves from our betters, you 
know?” 

Eirika stepped away from the door and looked back at 
Soren. “Can you work out the logistics of all that?” 

Soren narrowed his eyes at the buyer, his body still tense. 
“T think I can do that,” he said in a monotone. 

“And I’ve got plenty of low-level contacts from both my 
jobs,” Stewart added, “Some of them have got higher ones 
too.” 

The buyer rolled his eyes. “Come back when you've got 
more than an idea, and I might consider it.” Then he shut the 
door in Eirika’s face. 

Nonetheless, Eirika smiled at the Blacks. “Sorry if I 
overstepped my bounds.” 

“Ha ha! You saw an opportunity, and you took it,” Stewart 
said, “I should’ve thought of it first.” 

Eirika motioned for them to start walking back and then 
spoke in a low tone. “Soren told me he’s been thinking of 
starting a revolt,” she said as they walked, “And you might 
be right, Soren, but right now you should focus on bringing 
people together, building support. I know you don’t know 
how to do that, but that’s what Stewart’s for. You can do the 
planning.” 

Soren and Stewart listened close. “Once you've gotten 
everyone working together, then you can figure out where to 
go from there, what’s necessary and what's not.” Soren 
attempted a smile. “And I’ve got contacts with Lord 
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Cardarrian. I'll see if I can get him to do something about all 
this. He said to wants to help the common people, so maybe 
things won’t be so bad for much longer.” 

Stewart stopped in his tracks and stepped away from 
Eirika. “You’re working with a noble? Don’t let those types 
get into your head, Eirika. I trust you, but I don’t think any of 
us are holding our breath for some lord to help us.” 

They started moving again. “If anyone can convince a 
noble of anything, it’s her,” Soren said, “I never would’ve 
said it before, but...” He turned back to Eirika. “I never 
would’ve believed in someone like you to begin with.” 

Stewart burst out laughing. “Hey now, what about me? 
Who distracted the guards long for you to grab those jewels? I 
bet I could con this Cardarrian out of everything he’s got!” He 
pointed at Eirika. “You’ve never seen me really work.” 

Eirika laughed along with him. “I don’t doubt it. You’d be 
like Hector the wandering prince melting the cold hearts of 
nobles all over the kingdom.” 

“You sure do love your faetales, don’t you?” Stewart said, 
“Yd do it now if I could afford to travel.” 

Just as Stewart finished his sentence, the three of them 
arrived back at the temple square where Ellie had just walked 
out the front door. “There you all are,” she said when she saw 
them, “Where were you?” 

“We made our sale,” Stewart said, “There'll be plenty of 
food for everyone.” Ellie smiled. 

“We've been talking about how we can improve our 
situation,” Soren added, “We need to build a support 
network across the city, mutual aid for mutual benefit, that 
sort of thing. None of us are going to survive much longer if 
all we do is steal.” Eirika beamed. 

“Hey, that’s wonderful!” Ellie proclaimed. She gave Soren 
a warm smile, looking straight into his eyes. 

Soren smiled back, looking a bit embarrassed, but he held 
her gaze. “I’ll write down the names of Stewart’s contacts. We 
can keep track of their jobs, their resources, and how likely 
they’ll be to help us.” He turned to Stewart. “Do you 
remember that rumor you told me? Something going on in 
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the west market?” 

“You mean the Blue?” Stewart said. 

“That’s the one,” Soren replied, “If we can find a way to 
way to get there, it might be worth looking into.” 

“Well, why don’t we start planning, then?” Stewart said, 
rubbing his hands together. 

“T ought to go see if I can get us some more food before 
sundown,” Eirika interrupted, “My resources might not be 
there if I wait too long. We can talk while we eat.” 

“Not a bad idea,” Stewart said, patting his stomach. Ellie 
nodded. 

“Alright then,” Eirika said, “I’ll be back before you know 
it.” She waved at the other three, then turned around and 
jogged away, smiling to herself as she went. 
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1] 
HIGH EXTRAVAGANCE 


By the time Eirika made it back to the barracks, the sun 
had fallen low in the sky. Just visible over the tall buildings to 
the west, its light still basked the city in an orange glow. As 
Eirika walked, the orange melted into a cool blue, and people 
started disappearing into their homes or wherever else they 
chose to hide away leaving the city with an atmosphere of 
melancholy. An occasional resident or two still wandered the 
streets; they’d never empty out all the way. But the place 
looked much calmer, peaceful. 

The familiar square surrounded by kat pens and barracks 
had emptied as much as everywhere else by the time Eirika 
got there. Light emerged through only a few nearby windows, 
and the locals had abandoned the streets running parallel and 
perpendicular to the place. Only two Cardarrian soldiers had 
stuck around for Eirika to find, standing in front of the 
barracks on the opposite end of the square. They spoke in 
hushed but forced tones, having a quiet argument. Eirika 
came to a halt, observing the heated discussion they’d gotten 
too absorbed in to notice her watching. Then a moment later, 
she resumed her walk across the square in their direction. 

They at last looked up from their conversation once she’d 
come halfway close to them. The presence of another person 
startled them before they even saw her face and emblem, and 
even after they recognized her, they remained cautious. One 
of them had a hand on his sword by the time she reached him, 
and the other looked ready to do the same if the need arose. 
She stopped a few yards away from the two, smiling and 
holding up a hand as a gesture of good faith, but neither of 
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them seemed convinced. Still, she took on a slow pace the rest 
of the way over to ease their suspicion. 

“Hi!” she said, waving. The men narrowed their eyes at 
her. “Where’s everyone gone?” 

They stood up straight and composed, and the one who’d 
had his hand on his sword spoke. “You’re that propagandist 
Sir James told us about,” he said, ignoring her question. 

Eirika let out a quiet chuckle. “I never thought of it like 
that.” She stepped right up to the two. “But you're not 
wrong.” 

“What do you want?” the other, shorter man asked having 
no patience for her friendliness. 

“Do we have any food to spare?” Eirika looked around the 
area. “I don’t see anyone else around who'd need it.” 

“They're all on duty at the festival,” the shorter man 
replied, “We drew the short straw, so we’re stuck here.” 

“They're not playing around, they’re guarding,” the taller 
man objected, “They're doing the same thing we are.” 

“At least they get to watch!” the shorter one shot back. 

The taller one ignored his partner and looked at Eirika 
“Anyway, there’s rations inside. I think Sir James had 
someone toss your leftover supplies somewhere in the back.” 

“Thanks.” Eirika bowed her head. “What's this festival 
everyone’s at? Sir James mentioned it to me, but he didn’t 
give me any details.” 

The shorter man raised an eyebrow. “The Tenars are 
putting on a festival to impress the other nobles. Everyone’s 
heard about it.” 

“Seems like these things happen more and more often 
these days,” the taller man said, “They’re getting bigger, too. 
That’s why we've still got work even though Lord Cardarrian 
didn’t show up.” 

“And I thought that’d mean we’d at least get to watch.” 
The shorter man stewed in his frustration. 

“If the Tenars are there,” Eirika said to herself, thinking. 
She looked back at the two. “What about the king? He’s got to 
show up, right?” 

“Not where you can see him,” the shorter man replied, 
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“No way he’s going to expose himself to the peasants. All the 
nobles will be in the palace courtyard. They keep the 
commoners confined to the north central square.” 

“Okay,” Eirika said, nodding, “Thanks for the information. 
And the food, for that matter.” 

“We're just doing our job,” the taller man said, sighing. He 
turned away. 

Eirika nodded to them and walked past toward the 
barracks. She could see a soft light through the window, but 
she didn’t notice any activity or chatter within. Nor did she 
hear any other noise aside from the quiet crackle of the lamp’s 
small fire. The wooden door came open without issue. It had 
no lock for security, only the two men guarding the place. 

Inside, she found the front half of the room filled with 
small beds and just enough room to walk between them. That 
one dim lamp in the far corner lit the whole room, so Eirika 
had to remain careful as she stepped toward it. The fact that 
the sun had all but vanished gave the room an eerie feel; its 
emptiness seemed wrong. Past the beds and the soldiers’ 
lined up belongings, she found the large table that the solitary 
lamp rested on and a series of shelves filled with supply 
containers. In the corner beneath the shelves, separated from 
all the other supplies, sat her three remaining saddle bags. 

She snatched them up all at once with a single hand, then 
eyed the other supplies, tempted to take more than she had 
permission to. In the end, though, she turned around with 
just her own bags and walked back across the room with just 
as much care as she’d shown coming in, leaving the 
emptiness behind her. 

The sight of the two guards outside brought humanity 
back to the world despite their utter silence. It looked like 
they hadn’t had anything more to talk about, though the 
shorter one yawned and stretched his arms. Eirika gave them 
a courteous nod as she passed, and they each gave her a curt 
one in return. They looked dead bored. 

She crossed the square and strode back off in the direction 
of the run-down temple. By the time she’d gotten back on the 
road, the sun had set, and the moon had risen. The only light 
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came from the occasional torch placed just close enough to the 
next for her to usually see the whole road. An occasional light 
shone from a window, but most had darkened. No locals 
walked the streets, leaving Eirika alone in the world. She kept 
calm as she walked along, gathering in the darkness and quiet. 
Everyone else outside must’ve already made their way closer 
to the festival. 

Sure enough, once she’d crossed back over to the north 
side of the river, she started to spot the occasional local once 
more. Only ever a few at a time, most walked north or west at 
a brisk pace toward their destination. They all wore 
somewhat nice, clean outfits, neat pants and shirts and 
dresses, though nothing too out of place for common folk. 
Eirika gave them only a moment’s glance while continuing 
north past the main roads and into the back alleys the other 
pedestrians had avoided. 

Once she’d arrived back at the northeastern slums, she 
didn’t find any more people out and about. All the small, 
quiet roads allowed her to hear the soft, indistinct voices from 
inside some of the little buildings around her. The only light 
in the area came from inside those same buildings, but Eirika 
could make her way around fine regardless. She stepped 
around odd corners and over bits of dark debris, taking care 
while managing to keep herself moving in the general 
direction of the run-down temple. 

A couple minutes later, she found it with almost no light to 
speak of. She could just make out the temple itself, and she 
couldn’t tell whether any light shone inside. As she made her 
way across the square, she heard a sound, and she stopped in 
her tracks just as she reached the center of the area. From her 
right, two figures stepped out of the darkness, and she turned 
to see Ellie approach with Soren following close behind. 

“Welcome back,” Ellie said, “Everyone with a house has 
gone home for the night, and the rest are staying in the temple. 
You’re welcome to sleep in there or in one of our houses, 
whatever you'd prefer.” 

Eirika held up her empty hand and shook her head. 
“Thank you for the offer, Ellie, you really are kind. But I’ve 
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got to go. I just heard about the festival, and it sounds like the 
perfect opportunity to have a word with the king. I’ll take you 
up on your offer when I get back. Here, these belong to you.” 
She held out the bags in Ellie’s direction. 

Ellie took the bags, looking confused for a moment, but 
Soren gave Eirika a mischievous smile. “I’d wish you luck,” 
he said, “But I doubt you'll need it. We’ve already started 
making our plans. We ought to be fine.” 

Ellie smiled back at Soren, and when she looked at Eirika 
again, her expression had changed to one of understanding 
and acceptance. “Okay. We'll save you some food. Just make 
sure to stay safe.” 

“Thank you again. I will.” Eirika gave the two an 
uncharacteristic smirk. “Don’t you worry about me.” 

Soren nodded and grew a smile that Eirika almost couldn’t 
see through the darkness while Ellie just looked relieved. “I'll 
keep your food at my place,” Soren said, “You know where it 
is.” He turned away first, then Ellie bowed to Eirika and 
followed. 

For a moment, Eirika watched them walk off before 
leaving the square in the opposite direction. Walking down 
countless dirt covered alleys, for quite a while she saw no sign 
of any other people at all. It took more than a few minutes of 
twisting and turning in a gradual northwestern direction for 
her to hear the first distant sounds of life. 

All the voices came to life at once even before she could 
see anyone. Quiet off in the distance, the static of excitement 
increased as she drew closer. Then the first beams of light 
appeared, landing on the stone walls and ground from 
around corners and over rooftops. The noise grew louder and 
louder, and the lights grew brighter until she came out onto a 
street and all at once, it surrounded her. 

She shielded her eyes to block out the bright flickering 
light that pierced through the night, but after a few seconds 
she could make out well enough what spread out in front of 
her. Everyone on the street walked north, though most 
couldn’t move far with how crowded the place had grown. 
The noises of excitement almost overwhelmed her. Lanterns 
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lined the walls, but most of the light came from the far north 
which Eirika still couldn’t see very well. 

Making her way past the townsfolk as best she could, she 
moved in the direction of the orange light. She stuck to the 
wall to keep herself from getting knocked around, but even 
then, it didn’t take long before she found herself ducking back 
into an alley to try to find a better way forward. 

Rounding a corner, she passed by a spot where another 
little alley forked off to the east. She didn’t look twice at it, but 
when she passed it, she heard soft voices in the distance, just 
audible through the louder ones to the west. She paused. She 
looked ahead and then behind her before turning and peering 
around the corner into that adjoining alley. 

The people whose voices she’d heard stood far enough 
away that Eirika couldn’t make out any details, but not so far 
that she couldn’t see them at all. Two large, bulky silhouettes 
stood in the middle of the alley while a shorter, slimmer, 
much more familiar silhouette leaned against one of the walls 
and gesticulated at the two others. 

Cathe talked the most out of all of them, whereas the 
unfamiliar two only got in an occasional muffled word. One 
of the larger figures looked more interested in the 
conversation than the other. Eirika squinted at them for a 
couple seconds, turned to hear the voices of the crowd behind 
her, and then smirked before leaving the silhouettes behind. 
Sure enough, the grimy corridor connected back around to 
the same central street a bit further north. 

She exited back onto the main street, no less crowded than 
before, and now she could discern where the light was 
coming from without issue. Up north past the end of the 
crowd, she found an enormous bonfire rising and crackling 
loud enough for her to hear it loud and clear. As she walked 
sideways between the locals, she started to feel the warmth of 
it too, and by the time she got to the front, the crackling had 
grown almost as loud as the cheers that surrounded her. 

She stared out at the enormous square at the end of the 
road. Entertainers of various stripes danced and played 
around the great fire at its center. Jolly music emerged from 
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out of the other noises, and Eirika found a group of singers 
backed by a band of moderate size standing up against the 
northern city wall. Wooden fences cordoned off all the 
entertainment from the public. The people didn’t seem to 
mind the separation though. 

Even the square itself sat cordoned off, with limited 
numbers of people allowed inside at any given time by the 
armed and armored guards stationed at the ends of each 
adjoining street. That explained why such a large crowd had 
gathered outside the festival despite the square itself hosting 
such a light group. The whole setup felt staged, given out in 
small doses to make it seem more appealing. 

With her hood up, Eirika snuck inside with no problem, 
crossing the barrier alongside a couple civilians at the next 
opening. On the other side of the barricade, she got a firm 
look at the event from the inside. The smell of smoke and 
burnt wood almost overwhelmed her senses. The festival 
organizers had scattered the entertainers about the place, each 
with a small group of onlookers surrounding them. A few 
acrobats, dancers, jesters, and illusionists performed their acts 
inside their fenced off little areas forming a circle around the 
bonfire. Though not the most impressive acts, the excited 
atmosphere of the place infected her nonetheless. 

Just as scattered about, however, various guards covered 
the fences around the entertainment and adjoining streets, 
including some she recognized as Cardarrian’s. She paid 
them little mind. She had a hard time hearing the musicians 
over the roar of the bonfire, so she walked past it to get a 
closer look. 

The band had separated itself into two sections, one on 
each side of the square. They had no conductor to speak of, 
but the five or so players on each side managed to keep up 
with each other and the singers in front of them well enough. 
The horns and the large drums did their best to make 
themselves heard over the fire, but only when she’d neared 
them could Eirika make out their melody. She grinned at the 
boisterous tune. 

The band had split for a reason. Between their two halves, 
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an enormous gate covered the center of the northern wall. The 
wall itself remained as gray as the rest of the inner walls of 
the city, but here it looked much cleaner and its stones more 
regular than in the poor district, painted in bright yellow 
patterns around its gate. Although the gate stood wide open, 
numerous armed and armored guards flanked it more so than 
anywhere else at the festival. Even so, some of the festival 
goers stood in front of the gate, gazing through at what lied 
beyond. 

As expected, the wall grew extra thick at the north end of 
the city with the royal palace on the other side. Torches lined 
the interior of the tunnel, without which it would’ve 
approached pitch black in the middle before letting out into 
the light of the palace field. From this end, she couldn’t see it 
well, but she did see signs of activity at the other end, quite a 
lot of people, in fact. The bright reds and yellows of the grass 
dominated the scene, interspersed with the various colors of 
noble dress. 

She eyed the guards and the civilians crowding around 
them. As excited as the spectators got, the guards looked just 
as annoyed by their presence, though perhaps more annoyed 
at having to wear such heavy armor so close to the flames. A 
frustrated but determined look emerged on Eirika’s face. No 
one walked into or out of the gate, and despite their 
distractions, the guards looked quite aware of their 
surroundings, quite alert. They all faced into the crowd, 
though, and she couldn’t see any on the other side of the wall. 

Once again scanning the separated halves of the band, 
Eirika’s eyes lit up. To her right, one of the horn players 
enjoyed himself, his part in the music, to an exceptional 
degree. So much, in fact, that his fellows struggled at times to 
keep him in time and volume with the rest of them. She 
sauntered over to that side and stood amongst a small crowd 
in front of the players. Then, with great caution, she pulled 
down her hood. 

Smiling in relief that the locals hadn’t taken offense to her 
looks, she started swaying along to the music. Her smooth 
movements grew from mere swaying to full on dancing, and 
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she maintained eye contact with that overexcited player the 
whole time. Nearby members of the crowd grinned ear to ear 
as they started dancing alongside her. Now that they'd all 
started dancing along, the undisciplined player grew even 
livelier, and Eirika pointed at him, gaining him as much 
attention as she could scrounge up. He played even louder 
and faster as the crowd cheered him on. The rest of the 
players looked torn between annoyance and amusement, but 
they did their best to keep up. 

Once Eirika had grown satisfied with the size of the crowd, 
she slipped her hood back over her head and backed through 
to the far side. Neither the players nor their audience needed 
her anymore. From behind the crowd, she looked out across 
the square at the other half of the band who'd grown baffled 
at the development, unable to keep pace with their more 
boisterous half. She could tell all that from a distance seeing 
as how their half of the audience had all but vanished. 

More important, though, and to Eirika’s satisfaction, the 
rowdiness had distracted the guards in front of the gate, and 
they all moved to the one side. Without hesitation, she 
slipped across the square beneath the light of the bonfire. 
With her cloak all the way up and the guards distracted, no 
one gave her a second glance as she walked along the fence 
separating her from the less popular half of the band and then 
across the threshold into the tunnel beneath the wall. None of 
the guards so much as turned their heads to see her behind 
them. 

The tunnel stretched far out ahead of her, and its darkness 
evoked the feeling of passing into another world. The colors 
on the far side glowed brighter as she grew closer. The spots 
formed into people, and their elaborate dress grew more and 
more detailed. Even as she closed in, she had a hard time 
making out all the little intricacies. They’d had their hair done 
up in all kinds of fancy patterns, no doubt by their servants, 
and their skin ranged across the whole kingdom spectrum 
from pale to dark brown, all made up to look smooth. They 
gathered themselves into groups, chatting and chuckling in 
soft tones at each other’s comments. 
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None of them so much as turned when she entered the 
courtyard where they'd gathered, her cloak of flowing 
patterns covering her head to toe. She gazed up at the palace 
towering high above her, its spires and pale silvery color still 
a mystery. Putting that aside, she gathered in the whole of the 
celebration, its many servants hurrying around looking 
almost as inconspicuous as she did, its full orchestra covering 
the entire left side of the field and playing quiet string music, 
and the banners of every noble family in the kingdom flying 
overhead. 

Here more than anywhere else she’d crossed in the capital, 
she could make out the slant the ground took as it grew closer 
and closer to the palace. The capital city had that slant 
throughout, but she could always forget about it because of 
its subtlety. Here with the open courtyard, she couldn’t help 
but notice it, and it seemed to grow ever steeper as it 
approached the towering structure. 

Her eyes wandered to Lord Rand’s tree and to the 
snowflake of the northern Lord Trask, and her gaze dropped. 
Though her mood lifted somewhat when she saw the 
Cardarrian rose flying there as well. None of the others stood 
out to her except for that multicolored chimerical beast on a 
yellow background, far larger than the rest. 

The guests decked themselves out in various bright colors, 
but she couldn’t tell if those colors had anything to do with 
their houses. Walking across the field, she tried to no avail to 
find anyone she recognized. After giving up on that endeavor, 
she chose to listen instead. The first few groups of people she 
eavesdropped on just engaged in idle gossip about what they 
thought of others’ clothes or whom they thought courted 
whom. Then a group of three mentioned the merchants, and 
her interest piqued. 

“They tried to raise their prices on us again. Us!” 

“We ought to be forging alliances, I keep telling you. 
Lower their taxes and take more from the peasants to 
compensate. Then we wouldn’t have to have these little 
squabbles.” 

“And reward their audacity?” 
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“Haven't you heard the rumors about the west market?” 

Their voices lowered to a whisper, and Eirika wouldn’t 
dare approach too close. So, she moved on, trying to ignore 
less important subjects as much as she could. Nonetheless, 
with a bit of effort she found a pair some distance away from 
her who spoke on a subject that interested her a bit more. 

“Can you believe just how ungrateful our subjects have 
become?” one man complained, his voice varying in pitch and 
his arms spread out to his sides. His companion rolled her 
eyes, but if he noticed, he didn’t care. “Never in my life could 
I have imagined I'd be accosted, robbed, by my own people!” 
Eirika now recognized the pale shade of his skin and the soft 
curves of his hands. “To think we're still allowing them their 
little festival. We’ve spoiled them!” 

The woman couldn't get a word in even if she’d wanted to 
as the Tenar who Soren and Stewart had robbed continued 
his tirade. With great care, Eirika edged past other groups of 
nobles toward the pair. She reached up to the lip of her hood 
and almost pulled it down when a familiar voice gave her 
pause. Her hands back at her sides, she turned in the direction 
of the palace while making sure to keep an eye on the pair 
she’d listened in on. Through the crowd, she found who the 
voice belonged to. 

Sir James spoke in a quiet tone with another party goer. 
Not really a party goer himself, he’d kept himself armed and 
armored, and his posture and expression remained as sharp 
and dutiful as ever. The man he spoke with, whose short 
brown hair and choice of garb looked not dissimilar to that of 
the complaining Tenar, looked somewhat offended by James’s 
words. Eirika edged around the side to make sure she kept 
behind her knight, then closed in on him to listen. 

The nobleman burst out, “I know Cardarrian thinks he’s 
better than the rest of us, but he ought to keep his judgements 
to himself!” Some of the nearby nobles turned to stare. 
“Spending all his coin on that army of his, what does he think 
he can accomplish?” 

James remained calm, but his voice rose to a level audible 
by the people around him. “You ought to be taking steps to 
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avoid an uprising.” 

“Ts that a threat?!” the Tenar man spat back. 

“We're trying to help you.” 

A loud bang rang out from the north end of the field, not 
far from the short road to the palace. Eirika’s head jerked 
away from James to find a large man carrying a bright metal 
staff and shield that still vibrated from the impact. His 
bejeweled crown sat lopsided on his head. “I see no need for 
quarrel at my party!” His voice came out blustering but still 
booming through the sudden silence of the crowd. “Leave 
your disagreements for your own gatherings. The feast! The 
feast will distract and lighten our moods. I'd say it’s about 
that time!” The king gave a broad gesture for the crowd to 
follow as he turned and started his bombastic march toward 
his palace. 

As the guests began turning to follow, some more 
reluctant than others, Eirika spun back to find the people 
she’d studied before. The man James had provoked still 
looked angry at having to keep quiet, but he kept quiet 
nonetheless as he walked north. James himself walked away 
from the man at this point with just the slightest look of 
displeasure on his face. It took her a moment, but she found 
the Tenar who Soren had robbed already ahead of her, 
struggling to keep up with the woman he’d complained at. 

For a moment she stood in her spot, feet planted to the 
ground, searching for something that could tell her what to 
do. Then she lurched forward in the direction of the king, 
reaching up to her hood as she ran. She’d almost reached him 
when she caught another glimpse of James out of the corner 
of her eye. James kept an eye on the king, doing his job with 
perfect discipline. 

She hesitated, hands on the sides of her hood. Her pace 
slowed to a stop as she turned from James to the nobles to the 
king in the distance, then back. Then she lowered her hands 
to her sides and clenched a fist for a few seconds before 
releasing it. Her gaze followed James, studying his 
determined face, and her expression grew resigned but 
hopeful as more of the guests passed her by. 
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After a minute more spent watching the nobles leave her 
behind for their grand palace, she took one last look at the 
towering place and turned slow to wander back to the tunnel. 
Not even paying attention to her surroundings, she passed 
through the threshold into the near darkness between nobles 
and commoners. It seemed to swallow her whole, and with 
everything that had happened, it may have taken a few 
seconds or an eternity for her to find the other end. 

Back at the city side, the guards had all busied themselves 
dealing with a rowdy young man who might’ve looked 
drunk if Eirika could’ve bothered herself to look. The guards 
had never watched for anyone coming out of the tunnel to 
begin with, so with no major effort, Eirika passed behind 
them on her way south. She walked through the festival 
treating it like nothing. Just as many people attended as had 
done so before. But they didn’t notice her, and she didn’t care 
to bother with them. 

Back on the wide street to the south, a good deal fewer 
people stood waiting for the guards to let them in, more 
having already had their turn. Soon, the noise and light 
diminished behind her, and she turned into an alley, making 
a few more turns on her way back east to the poor district and 
the slums. Only when she’d made it halfway down that one 
alley did she recognize the location where she’d seen Cathe 
speaking with two strange men on her way north. The place 
had long since emptied. 

Cautious, she walked over to where the three had stood, 
and she gazed around the area, listless. They didn’t seem to 
have left behind anything of note. Grime covered the whole 
alley as much as any other, and in the darkness, it looked at 
first like this one spot just had a bit more. But for some 
unfortunate reason, she had to make sure. Crouching down to 
get a better look, she saw the blood. She stood back up and 
stared down at the sticky, stagnant puddles, her face as blank 
as ever. Then, after a few more seconds of impotent loitering, 
she turned and walked away. 
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PART TWO 
PASSIVE 
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2 


THE COVER OF 
APATHY 


Soon, Eirika was back at the run-down temple at the 
northeast corner of the slums, and then a minute later, she’d 
arrived at Soren and Stewart’s home. The whole inside of 
their tiny wooden house was just a single small room with 
some hay spread out over the floor to serve as a bed. The two 
brothers slept soundly despite their one rough blanket just 
barely covering them. The rest of the floor was just the stone 
ground from outside like in the temple, and there wasn’t 
much else in the room except for a wooden box in the corner 
to store belongings. 

True to his word, Soren had saved her some of the food 
she’d taken from Cardarrian’s barracks, which she now found 
inside the box. Without making a single noise the whole time, 
she was in no danger of waking the two men, and she looked 
down at the ground while mindlessly eating one piece at a 
time. Melancholy covered her face, and her body slumped as 
if she only had enough energy to eat, nothing more. When she 
finished her meal, she collapsed onto the stone ground with 
her cloak laying on top of her, resting only her head on the 
hay beside the Blacks. 

In the morning, she waited for them to wake before saying 
her goodbyes, somberly informing them that she wasn’t sure 
if she’d be able to see them again any time soon. By his 
expression, it was obvious Stewart could tell something was 
wrong, but he didn’t say anything, not wanting to pry into 


165 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


her personal affairs. Soren only asked if there was anything 
she needed, which she denied, and then told her they’d all be 
alright and that he was sure she’d be too. That, at least, made 
her smile. 

Finally, she set off back to the pens. She’d had a restless 
sleep, and the sun was already well above the horizon by this 
point. Seeing how late it was, she sped up her pace to get 
there as quickly as possible. 

When she got to the square, James and Cathe were already 
there waiting for her. Cathe had apparently saw fit to accept 
their public association now that Eirika had shown herself to 
be working with them both. James was talking at Cathe, who 
was listening to him about as well as she usually did. Some of 
James’s guards were still in the vicinity, but there were far 
fewer than had been there the day before. They mostly 
loitered about the little square, none of them seeming to have 
anything important to do. 

“It’s still hard to stomach this sort of work,” James said to 
Cathe as Eirika approached, “I’d rather not have to think 
about what you do, much less—” 

Then they saw her. Cathe gave Eirika a halfhearted smile 
while James remained stone-faced. “Sorry I’m late,” Eirika 
said once she’d reached them, glancing at Cathe. 

“Report,” James said, ignoring the apology. 

Eirika stammered for a moment before obliging. “Right.” 
She bowed but failed to look him in the eye. “I found some 
people who could use our help. In fact, it seems like most of 
the city is having a rough time, but the northeast corner has 
been getting it the worst. The people are starving, and the 
Tenars aren’t doing anything to help.” 

James nodded but didn’t show any further reaction, so she 
continued. “I told them they should work with the other 
locals to start a support network, but that can only go so far. I 
gave them my extra supplies.” Cathe cracked a hint of a smile. 
“But we really ought to provide better relief for them as soon 
as we can. I let them know Lord Cardarrian wants to help.” 

“Good,” James said, “We’re aware of the troubles in the 
capital, and we’re working on fixing them. Everything Lord 
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Cardarrian’s doing is to that end, and our plans will come 
together soon enough. Have you witnessed any crime being 
committed?” 

“Er, no,” Eirika said, less confident than before. 

“Hmm...” James eyed her closely, but he didn’t question it. 
“Alright then. You and Cathe will be heading to the east 
market in Lord Rand’s territory. Cathe has her own criminal 
work to do, and she says you've already gained some 
influence there. If you can bring the merchant companies into 
our sphere of influence, they might be able to help our 
reforms go through a bit smoother.” 

“Oh, I’m not staying here?” James gave her a firm look. 
“Okay...” She tried not to look disheartened. “What are you 
going to do in the capital, then?” 

“Yll be working diligently until my assignment is 
complete.” His face softened. “Don’t worry. The people will 
be fine. Lord Cardarrian will make sure everything’s taken 
care of.” 

Eirika nodded and smiled with relief, and she finally built 
up the courage to look him in the eye. “Thank you.” 

Cathe let out a snorting laugh, and Eirika turned to find a 
hint of bitterness in her smile. “Not to ruin the moment, but 
we really ought to get going.” 

Eirika took a glance at James to find his stoicism had 
returned, then she turned back to Cathe’s impatient look. 
“Right. You’re right.” 

She followed Cathe across the square to where their kats 
were being kept. New supplies had already been packed onto 
their sides, and they looked like they’d both been well rested. 
A couple of the remaining soldiers untied the kats and led 
them out of the pens to where Eirika and Cathe took hold of 
them. Cathe affectionately rubbed the back of her kat’s head, 
and her guard dropped for a moment. Eirika glanced at her 
for a split second, smiling before turning to her own kat. 

“Don’t start with me,” Cathe said, tensing up again. 

“T just think it’s cute is all,” Eirika replied. She pulled on 
her cloak and hopped onto her kat. 

“Well, I’m glad we’re good for that much, at least.” She 
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pulled herself gently onto hers. 

The two of them rode out of the square and onto the street, 
pulling their hoods up over their heads. They rode north and 
then east down the streets of the city toward one of the 
eastern gates, keeping their heads down to shield their eyes 
from the sun rising in front of them. Instead, they saw all the 
pedestrians who were forced to step around their kats while 
walking past in the other direction. Seeing all the common 
folk walk past them, Eirika frowned and pursed her lips. She 
looked behind her at the people they were leaving behind, 
then turned back and looked at Cathe. 

“Do we really have to leave the capital?” There was a hint 
of desperation in her voice. 

“Yes,” Cathe said without looking at her, “Those were my 
father’s orders from the start. I’ve got work to do in the east 
market.” She said no more, and Eirika clamped her lips shut. 
She peered out forward and pressed on. 

It wasn’t long before they were approaching the gate. 
There were heavy crowds both coming and going from the 
city this morning, but the guards let them through easily 
enough. They gave the two suspicious looks, but they were 
much too preoccupied with examining the people entering 
the capital to be concerned with anyone leaving. 

At the city’s edge, the road turned to dirt surrounded by 
empty plains. Cathe promptly turned her kat north off the 
road, and Eirika followed behind. Heading northeast, they 
sped up their pace despite the hilly terrain. In the distance 
ahead, Eirika could see the wide river flowing into the city, 
and north of that was the other eastern road the Blacks’ Tenar 
victim had ridden in from. She turned her head back to look 
at the city wall, not far from where the silvery palace rose 
high behind it. One last time, she frowned and sighed before 
turning away and locking her head forward. 

They rode along as near to the river as they could while 
staying on the grass. The main road was still visible in the 
distance to the south, and it was still rather crowded. Past it 
was a dense forest, but there were barely any trees where they 
rode. Eirika gazed over at the crowd in the distance, then 
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looked back to see Cathe staring straight ahead, unaware of 
anything around her. She bade her kat run faster to catch up. 

“Cathe.” Cathe didn’t respond. She didn’t seem to notice 
her at all. Eirika rode right up beside her. “Cathe!” Cathe 
jolted, but she relaxed after a breath and turned calmly to 
Eirika with a blank expression on her face. “Sorry.” They rode 
a bit slower, and Cathe just shook her head. “Were you able 
to get your job done?” 

Cathe nodded. “Yeah,” she said, barely loud enough for 
Eirika to hear. 

Eirika frowned. “I never got to talk to the king.” 

“Yeah, well, it was a nice thought while it lasted.” Cathe 
sounded annoyed. 

“Is something wrong?” 

“No.” It came out like she didn’t want to talk about it. 
“And if there was, I wouldn’t tell you.” 

“That's alright,” Eirika said, “I trust you.” Cathe looked 
away. “What about James? What’s he been up to in the 
capital?” 

“Politics, I guess.” Cathe didn’t sound interested. “He 
never tells me any more than that, and honestly, I don’t really 
care.” She paused a moment. “Whatever it was, he wasn’t in 
the best mood.” She couldn’t help but grow a slight grin 
before her own bad mood returned. 

Eirika gazed forward with a look of melancholy. “How 
long have you known him?” 

Cathe sighed. “Well, he came into my father’s service 
about eight years ago. Before that, he was squiring up north, I 
think. Why?” 

“When did he get so...” Eirika struggled to find the right 
word. “Rigid like he is? It seems like he lets your father do all 
his thinking for him.” 

“He's always been that way,” Cathe answered, “He’s some 
minor noble up north. They’re all like that. It makes sense.” 

Eirika furrowed her brow. “That can’t be right.” 

“Can I be honest with you, Eirika?” Cathe kept looking 
forward. 

“Of course,” Eirika answered. 
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“T think...” Cathe breathed in deep and let it out slowly. 
“You're too hung up on him.” Eirika waited patiently for her 
to continue. “You know I how much like mocking you and 
your optimism, but this is different. I’m...” She tensed up 
even more. “I’m concerned about you.” Eirika smiled sweetly. 
“You don’t look at him the way you look at other people. I 
don’t know who you think he is, but you’re wrong. Trust me. 
I’ve known him a long time. Whatever ideas you’ve got about 
him, they’re all in your head. You’re just too hung up on them 
to see him for who he really is.” 

Eirika’s smile turned sympathetic. “I’m glad you care 
about me enough to say that.” Cathe turned away. “I really 
am! And I understand why you would. But you should also 
trust me when I say he has a softer side. I just want to bring 
that out.” 

Cathe looked away and frowned. “You know, I might have 
an easier time trusting you if you ever told me anything about 
yourself.” 

Eirika paused. Then she laughed and pointed at her chest. 
“IT can bring out the good in anyone! That’s what's 
important!” Cathe looked down and tensed her lips but 
refrained from saying anything. Then she stared out ahead 
and pushed her kat to speed up once again. 

They rode east alongside the river for hours, Cathe ahead 
of Eirika the whole time. Cathe made sure to stay in front and 
keep her head forward. It seemed like she was trying to 
pretend Eirika wasn’t even there. Eirika resigned herself to 
keep to the rear and not pry any further. Over the course of 
the day, the sky began to darken with overcast clouds. The 
road to the south grew busier and busier as more roads joined 
up with it, and it gradually grew closer to them as they rode 
further east. 

Eventually, the two spied a large town on the horizon in 
front of them, right on the side of the river. The road led its 
commuters straight to the town, and another road ran out of it 
from the south. It was as large as Cardarrian’s castle town, 
even, but unlike that town and the capital, there were no 
walls surrounding it. 
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“That's our destination,” Cathe spoke for the first time in a 
while, “The east market, home to some of the biggest 
merchant companies in the kingdom. The bosses all act like 
their own little lords sitting around counting their coin all day 
while everyone else does their work for them.” 

Eirika looked at her, but she looked disinterested. Cathe 
steered her kat south as the road grew closer, and Eirika 
followed dutifully behind. Before long, they joined the road 
right as it arrived at the entrance to the city. The roads of the 
east market were made of dirt and all uneven. Entering the 
town, they were immediately surrounded by merchants 
looking to hawk their wares and travelers looking to buy. The 
garbled noise of chatter was everywhere. 

“This is why I avoid the roads,” Cathe said. 

Eirika ignored her. A slight grin grew on her face as she 
peered out from underneath her hood at all the different 
shops and stalls around them. Near the edge of the city, there 
were Stalls filled to the brim with colorful jewels, beads, and 
accessories. The most eye-catching products had been lined 
up to attract people into the town. But Eirika wasn't looking 
at the products. She was looking at the people. 

At first, it seemed like they were just a mob swarming 
around and through each other in whichever direction each of 
them chose. But upon closer inspection, it became clear that 
there was a neat, orderly system to it all. Most people in the 
crowd seemed to know the system by heart, and those who 
didn't were gently corralled back into the flow of traffic. 
Although Eirika couldn't make out what any individual was 
saying over all the noise, it was obvious that the people at the 
shops understood each other well enough. 

The two rode a few blocks into town before Cathe led them 
to an inn. By this point, the sky was rather dark from a 
combination of the low evening sun and the heavy cloud 
cover. They dismounted their kats on the side of the road as 
far away from the crowd as they could manage and handed 
them off to a nearby worker to be penned, taking some of 
their supplies with them. Then they lined up behind a few 
other prospective patrons and entered the inn. 
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The tavern at the front of the inn was downright packed 
with people. Every table was filled up, and there were equally 
as many patrons standing around the room and taking up 
most of the empty space. It wasn’t easy for Eirika and Cathe 
to make their way through them, but most of the locals 
seemed perfectly comfortable. The room was warmly lit with 
lamp light and friendly chatter, and the patrons were dressed 
in all manner of clothes, some drab, some colorful. 

“This is quite the popular spot,” Eirika remarked loud 
enough for Cathe to hear. 

“It’s the biggest town in Rand’s territory,” Cathe answered 
over the crowd, “All the inns are this crowded. His keep’s not 
too far to the east, and Mander’s is right across the river from 
there. Merchants from both territories come here to trade. Not 
really my kind of town, but a job’s a job.” 

By the time Cathe had finished explaining, they’d reached 
the bar. There weren’t any bar stools available, but the 
standing crowd parted around them to give them room to 
stand at the very end. The bartender effortlessly moved back 
and forth between patrons as he talked and served drinks at 
the same time. It seemed like he was participating in at least 
three different conversations at once. 

Cathe finally pulled off her hood. Some of the patrons 
gave her strange looks, but most didn’t give her a second 
glance. Then Eirika followed suit, pulling off her whole cloak 
and tucking it under her arm. That got her some serious 
stares. 

“Hey!” She jumped a bit at the sudden shout. The man 
sitting on the stool nearest to Eirika was the one who’d 
spoken, and he paid no mind to her reaction. “I know who 
you are. I just heard about you earlier today. My friend told 
me what's been going on down south.” 

“News travels fast, apparently,” Cathe replied 
absentmindedly without so much as looking at the man. 

“What have you heard?” Eirika asked, “How are things 
going down there?” 

“Well, you never know how reliable this stuff is,” the man 
said, “but they say those little farm villages have started their 
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own militia and some foreign touched woman with a heart on 
her chest is to blame for it. Is that really you, that ghost of 
Lady Eirika?” 

Eirika smiled wide. “Yeah, that’s me!” Cathe gave her a 
quick chuckle, though it was hard to tell whether it was one 
of derision or approval. 

“The way I hear it,” the man said, “they're getting 
themselves awfully organized, gathering more and more 
power.” He laughed. “Sure, they say it’s about bandits, but 
how long’s that going to last?” He shrugged. “Either way, 
Rand will just get all paranoid like he always does. But hey, 
you managed to shake things up, keep things interesting.” 

“Rand won't have a chance to be a problem,” Cathe said, 
“Though to be honest, I can’t see how we’re going to turn this 
place around.” 

Eirika turned to Cathe, surprised that she had something 
to say. “Don’t worry, Cathe,” Eirika said, “We will. With all 
we've accomplished down south, I’m sure we can teach Rand 
and the merchants a thing or two.” Cathe looked uneasy as 
she turned away, so Eirika turned back to the man on the 
barstool. “Either way, I’m glad the farmers are making 
progress. If this town ever needs protection, you ought to see 
if they’d be interested in expanding north. I’m sure they’ll be 
happy to help if it means better treatment from the 
merchants.” 

“Ah, that’s what I like to hear,” the man said, “May your 
Master reward you. The name’s Powell.” He turned to the 
bartender. “Hey! Get these two a couple drinks on me.” 

The bartender turned to glance at them for a moment. “T’ll 
just have water, thanks!” Eirika shouted to him. He smiled 
and turned away to get the drinks. 

A few other patrons had turned to listen to them talk by 
this point, and the room had gotten noticeably quieter than it 
had been before. Cathe laid back from the crowd, but Eirika 
was really starting to get into the conversation. 

Another patron turned to her. “Where are you two from, 
anyway?” he asked, “What are a couple of foreign women or 
foreign touched or whatever you are messing around with 
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our way of life for?” He sounded like he’d already had more 
than enough drinks. “Foreigners always been bringing 
trouble.” 

Eirika ignored his state of mind. “If we don’t do something, 
things are only going to get worse.” 

“Don’t get me started,” Powell said, “Outsiders like you 
wouldn’t be able to tell, but trade’s been going downhill fast 
ever since Lord Rand started taking more of the harvest from 
down south. For how up in arms people are getting about 
your meddling, it really can’t make things much worse than 
they already are. I for one am keeping my eye out for 
opportunities.” 

“T think things will end up alright,” Eirika responded, “As 
long as we all keep working together.” 

The bartender returned with their drinks, water for Eirika 
and some dark brown alcoholic beverage for Cathe. He 
smiled warmly at the two of them before turning around to 
attend to the people at the other end of the bar. Eirika took a 
deep gulp of her water as Cathe stepped around her to reach 
for her glass. Leaning against the counter, Cathe took a short 
chug of her drink, then scrunched up her eyes and rapidly 
shook her head. 

“Not half bad,” she declared. 

“T know, right?” a large hairy man behind her butted in 
loudly. In her surprise, she spun around and fell back a step, 
but he didn’t seem to notice. “That there’s a house favorite.” 

Cathe regained her composure, but she didn’t have time to 
respond before another man spoke up. “Drink up, you two! 
Drink up to your heart’s content. We’ve never met foreign 
touched women like you before. We’re all hankering for a 
new experience.” 

“Yeah, stick around. Let’s have a good time!” 

Cathe’s fists clenched, and her eyes widened as they 
darted back and forth between the men. She couldn’t get a 
single word in before another man spoke. “Maybe it’s just the 
drinks, but you two are starting to look real pretty! Real, uh... 
exotic!” 

She slowly backed away from the men, looking 
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profoundly uncomfortable. Eirika placed a gentle hand on her 
shoulder, but she swatted it away, giving her a dirty look 
before turning that same look on the men around her. There 
were men surrounding them both, talking to them and to 
each other, and Cathe was growing more and more anxious 
by the second. 

Eirika tried to calm things down a bit. “Alright, that’s 
enough. We’re just here on business, so don’t get too rowdy 
on us.” 

“Ah, I get it,” Powell said with a wry smile, “Couple of 
women traveling on their own, no men to keep an eye on 
them.” He looked over the other men around him. “They’re 
not interested in us, guys.” He turned to Cathe. “Ha! I don’t 
blame you. Look at us!” Cathe turned her death glare on him, 
and he held up his hands. “Hey, I’m not telling anyone who 
cares.” 

Eirika turned to Cathe with a look of concern and 
sympathetic fear. “Should we go?” 

Cathe looked embarrassed for the briefest moment before 
her expression turned to one of frustration. She didn’t say 
anything, but she started to walk away from the bar. Eirika 
followed closely behind her. 

“Aww, come on!” one of the men shouted, “Don’t ruin our 
night.” 

Powell stood up and confronted the man. “Hey, back off.” 
Eirika nodded and smiled at him as she walked away. 

The two weaved their way around the other patrons and 
toward the desk at the far end of the room. Luckily, no one 
prevented them from getting through. The older man 
standing at the desk was searching through drawers when the 
two women approached him, but Cathe marched straight up 
to the man as if he’d already noticed her. 

“We need a room,” she commanded. The man slowly 
closed the drawer that he’d been shuffling through and 
turned his head up at Cathe. “Well?” 

Eirika cut in front of her. “Sorry,” she said, “Are there any 
available? We really do need a room for the night.” Cathe 
scowled as she pulled out a few coins and slapped them 


175 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


down on the desk. 

“Yeah,” the man said simply and without much emotion. 
He took the coins and dropped them into a drawer, then 
pulled out a key and handed it to Eirika. “Third door on the 
right upstairs.” 

“Thank you,” Eirika replied, “Would you mind sending up 
a couple small meals and some water if it’s not too much 
trouble?” The man just grunted, but Eirika took it as a yes. 

The two of them walked along the wall across the room to 
avoid running into any more people, heading toward the 
open door to the stairs. Cathe held her look of silent contempt 
as she walked. Eirika gave her a concerned look in return, but 
she didn’t respond to it or anything else for that matter. None 
of the other guests bothered to look at them as they passed by, 
and they had a relatively easy time making it past them all to 
the doorway. 

Upstairs, there were considerably fewer people, though 
there were still a few of them standing around. On one side 
was a small lounge where some of them were chatting, and 
on the other side was an empty hallway that led down quite 
some distance before turning a corner out of sight. Eirika and 
Cathe walked silently down the hall and found their room, 
where Eirika pulled out their key and opened the door. 
Immediately upon entering the room, Cathe bolted over to 
the bed and sat down. She dropped her supplies to the floor 
and looked down at her lap with her pent-up frustration 
almost ready to burst. 

Eirika set down her own supplies, then walked over and 
sat softly next to her. “Are you alright?” 

Cathe sat seething, and she didn’t answer for what seemed 
like forever. Eventually, though, she built up the words. “I 
should’ve just kept to myself. That’s what always works. 
That’s what's safe.” She hugged her shoulders. 

“Ym sorry,” Eirika replied, “I should’ve known you 
wouldn’t be comfortable. I’ll try not to rope you into these 
sorts of situations.” Cathe didn’t say anything. “You know it’s 
not your fault, right?” 

“Yes, I know it’s not my fault!” Cathe’s anger caught Eirika 
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off guard, but she immediately shrank back with guilt. They 
remained in their uncomfortable silence for a few more 
seconds. “I don’t know what it says about me,” Cathe 
eventually got out, “that if you were any other woman, I’d be 
tempted to prove that guy right.” Eirika looked at her out of 
the corner of her eye, and her breathing stopped. “Guess it’s a 
good thing you’re you, huh?” She looked up and gave Eirika 
asad smile. 

Eirika swallowed, then built up the courage to nod. “Yeah. 
Good thing.” She looked down at her lap. 

Neither of them could think of anything more to say. They 
silently got up and walked over to their supplies to start 
getting ready for bed. But as Eirika reached down for her bag, 
she paused and looked back over her shoulder. Cathe was 
sifting through her supplies, her thoughts an enigma. Eirika 
looked at her for a couple more seconds, then dropped her 
gaze to the floor and went to work. 
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13 
NEVER AGAIN 


With the sun high in the east hidden behind the few 
remaining clouds, Eirika found herself wandering the streets 
of the market town alone, a look of resignation hanging on 
her face. As had been the case the day before, the streets were 
flooded with people so fully that even Eirika had a bit of 
trouble getting around them all at first, though none of the 
residents seemed to have any such problems. 

To an outsider, it might’ve seemed like they were 
connected by invisible strings, but it didn’t take long for 
Eirika to realize that there was a complex system determining 
what parts of the streets were reserved for which sorts of 
movement. Eventually, she could tell the visitors from the 
locals by who was being pushed around by the crowd and 
who was moving with it of their own accord. 

Lining the sides of the streets were both small outdoor 
stalls and signs inviting people into the only slightly larger 
indoor shops. Each stall had a space in front of it that the 
crowd left alone so their patrons could shop in peace. The 
stalls and signage came in all shapes, colors, and patterns to 
enthrall passersby, but there was so much of it that it all just 
blended into a collage. Nevertheless, it was quite an 
impressive display. 

It didn’t hold Eirika’s interest, though. She did her best to 
stay in tandem with the crowd, letting it push her in whatever 
direction suited its collective whim. There wasn’t anywhere in 
particular for her to go, so she’d settled for simply ending up 
wherever she ended up. She watched the people around her 
for any sign of trouble, but for the most part, she kept her 
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head down. She wasn’t interested in lingering anywhere for 
too long. More so than anything else, she was searching for 
her wayward companion, not that she had any idea of where 
to look. 

When she’d woken up that morning Cathe had already left. 
She’d left the room key and many of her supplies behind, but 
she herself had been nowhere to be found. Eirika, dejected, 
had taken only the key and some money with her when she’d 
left. For once, she’d bothered to get breakfast downstairs 
before heading out, but she’d barely talked to anyone. She’d 
thought she might find Cathe at the bar or at some table in a 
corner of the room, but she’d had no such luck. When she’d 
exited onto the crowded street, she’d known she had no hope 
of finding the woman until she wanted to be found, but she 
still couldn’t help but look. 

Aimlessly wandering down the street was really all she 
could do for the time being, and it certainly didn’t help her 
mood. She’d been told to gain the locals’ trust, but if there 
wasn’t anything for her to help with, that was easier said than 
done. The people here certainly seemed to have things under 
control. Her cloak was open in the front in case anyone else 
recognized her emblem and trusted her by reputation, but if 
anyone knew about her, they didn’t seem to be interested. 
The place was so densely populated that she couldn’t just talk 
to any random person anyway. 

After a few more minutes of walking through the town, 
the crowd began to thin out, if only slightly. Eirika noticed 
that the shops were slowly being replaced by similar but 
unmarked buildings. The further she walked, the thinner the 
crowd and the shops became. Eventually, she turned a corner 
to a road surrounded by what were clearly houses, though 
oddly there were still a few shops and the occasional stall 
between them. She had a bit more breathing room here, but it 
really wasn’t much less of a crowd than in other busy towns 
she'd visited. Peering even further down the road, she found 
where the merchants ended entirely. The houses there were 
about as small and flimsy as those in the poor district of the 
capital. That was still some distance off, though. 
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Looking around another corner, she stopped in her tracks. 
She’d only intended to take a quick look, but through all the 
other people, something vaguely stood out to her as amiss. 
She had to know. She peered forward to try and make out the 
disturbance, and finally she found the first truly familiar 
thing in the whole town. 

Down the road next to a plain brick building was a large 
shop stand with an assortment of different foods arranged all 
around it. Standing in front of it, cutting an imposing figure, 
was Sir Nathan Herth, the Green Cavalier. Eirika recognized 
him the moment she saw him, and her whole body froze up. 
He was wearing that same bright armor with that same crest 
of a tree and flowers he’d been wearing when she’d seen him 
in the farming village to the south. 

The knight stood in front of the counter leaning almost 
directly over the proprietor, and he looked about as pleasant 
as he’d acted on their previous encounter. He was shouting 
something, though Eirika couldn’t make out what, and the 
stall owner was clearly shocked and anxious about what he 
might do to her. Eirika stared agape for more than a moment, 
then shook her head hard and bolted toward the 
confrontation. She weaved her way smoothly through the 
crowd despite visibly shaking. But she couldn’t think straight 
enough to cover herself with her cloak, and she wasn’t 
smooth enough to prevent the knight from noticing her before 
she began to speak. 

“Ts there a—” 

“You!” Nathan exclaimed, offended at the sight of her. 
“You've got some nerve showing your face again after you 
saddled me with that rabid cur.” Eirika was taken aback, 
speechless. “What a colossal waste of time, that so-called man. 
He forced me to put him down, I'll have you know, just as I’d 
expected. I’d have rid myself of his filth from the start if not 
for you.” Eirika just stood there while the stall owner watched. 
“If you knew what was good for you, you’d have kept as far 
away from me as you could, but I suppose your kind simply 
doesn’t know sense. At least now I can deal with you 
properly.” He glared down at her. “Not even a word, then? 
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Not even a beg or a plea?” 

She stood stiff looking up at her accuser, her face blank 
with a sort of block on her mind. She mouthed the word 
“dead” like it was a foreign concept. The moment seemed like 
forever, but she finally forced herself to clench her teeth and 
turn to the shopkeeper. “Is there a problem here?” She said it 
like a statement. 

Nathan did everything in his power to maintain a strict 
posture and stand his ground. “Do you care so little for your 
own wellbeing? Your own life? Do you have no sense of 
self-preservation? I could end you right here and leave the 
peasants to clean up the mess, but perhaps a life of misery 
would be more suitable for one who insists on being a burden 
to everyone around her. Or am I a particular obsession of 
yours?” 

For the first time, she looked him in the eye. “If you expect 
people to give you whatever you want,” she countered, her 
eyes filled with fire but her voice quavering, “Everyone’s 
going to seem like a burden.” 

“This shop has no right to refuse me, nor does any 
peasant.” Nathan said it as if it were common sense. “As a 
knight in the service of Lord Rand, I am entitled to the use of 
all goods within his territory as befits the performance of my 
duties. I will not be taken advantage of.” 

“What do you need with my food?” the shopkeeper 
demanded, having regained some amount of confidence, 
“Don’t they give you people rations? You'll pay like everyone 
else, green boy!” 

“You can have what you want,” Eirika said in a deadpan, 
“when you give the people what they need.” 

The two glared into each other’s eyes with identical cold 
anger. Nathan reached for his sword, but at that same 
moment he realized that the nearby townsfolk had stopped in 
their tracks and were staring at them as well. Even in the less 
crowded part of town, there were still enough people to form 
an oppressive atmosphere. Nathan froze. 

Then all at once, they gathered around the stall, crowding 
out the shocked and bewildered knight. It was clear what 
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their intentions were, but they kept them ambiguous enough 
that for the knight to complain at all of them would’ve come 
off as impotent and ridiculous. And so, he was forced back 
away from the stall, clearly angry at them all but unable to do 
anything. He glared at the shopkeeper, then at the crowd, 
then at Eirika, and then he stalked off down the street without 
saying another word. 

Eirika breathed a sigh of relief and slumped from 
emotional exhaustion while the townsfolk casually lost 
interest in this one merchant’s wares. The woman herself 
didn’t bat an eye before busying herself organizing her food 
and supplies. Once the area had cleared, Eirika walked over 
to her stall. She leaned on the counter, trying to slow her 
heartbeat. The merchant didn’t seem to care much. 

“It’s a shame they didn’t want to stay,” Eirika commented, 
trying to distract herself by watching the pedestrians. 

The merchant laughed. “I get plenty of business. Are you 
here to buy something or just talk?” 

Eirika turned and smiled as best she could. “I guess I could 
use a snack.” She took a deep breath. “What do you 
recommend?” 

The merchant returned the smile with a sly one of her own. 
“Well, if your tastes are refined and your pockets are deep...” 

“Ym here for food, not games,” Eirika countered with an 
air of annoyance. She shook her head. “Sorry. I just need 
something to tide me over.” The woman behind the stall just 
chuckled and pulled out a plain pastry, handing it to Eirika in 
exchange for a few coins. “It’s remarkable how well they all 
work together.” 

The merchant gave off an air of smug superiority. “I’ve 
built up a good reputation for myself and my shop. Hard 
thing to do around here for a small business like mine, but it 
pays off if you can manage it. Some people I might name 
couldn’t bring in such loyal customers.” 

Eirika raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t respond. 
Instead, she took a slow bite out of her pastry, and her eyes 
widened. “This is really good!” she said, “This is your cheap 
stuff?” 
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“Of course, it is! What do you think?” She threw her hands 
in the air. Eirika smirked and started to walk away. “Hey!” 
the woman said before she could get more than a couple steps, 
“Thanks for sticking up for me.” Her voice softened a bit. 
“Outsiders don’t usually care.” 

Eirika brightened up substantially. “Of course!” she 
exclaimed with as much cheer as she could muster, “That’s 
what I’m here for. If you ever need motivation, just remember 
the ghost of Lady Eirika.” The merchant gave a confused half 
smile, but before she could question, Eirika changed the 
subject. “Hey, does this town have a mayor or something I 
could talk to?” 

That same smug smile returned to the woman’s face. “Us 
merchants run this town. You'd be as well off talking to me as 
to anyone else.” She pointed both her thumbs at her chest. 
“Though of course, we only have as much power as we can 
scrounge up from all the competition.” 

Eirika bit her lip and looked down at the ground beside 
her. She thought for a moment. “Who has the least power?” 

The merchant burst out laughing. “The least?” 

“Yeah! Why not?” Eirika smiled wide. 

“Anyone who hasn’t got money hasn’t got power. And if 
they haven’t got money, they haven’t earned it.” She looked 
satisfied with herself. 

“That's not true at all!” Eirika said with a laugh, “What 
kind of an answer is that?” 

“Hey! You!” 

Eirika turned her head and then widened her eyes in 
pleasant surprise. The middle-aged woman who'd 
approached from behind was sweating from the effort of 
carrying two large sacks while marching down the road, but 
she slowed to a stop as she reached Eirika. She had dark 
green skin, and her limbs were slightly longer than those of 
people native to the kingdom, making her taller than the 
other two women. Her eyes were a vibrant green with 
circular pupils, and her ears pointed sharply up and back 
uncovered by her long dark brown hair that was pulled back 
into a ponytail. 
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“What can I do for you?” Eirika asked, “I’m—” 

“I know who you are,” the woman said with a slight 
foreign accent, shaking her head, “Don’t listen to a word this 
one says.” 

The stall owner looked irritated. “Oh, leave us alone, 
Tanae!” She pronounced it TAN-ee. “The foreigner doesn’t 
know how to mind her own business.” She looked Eirika over. 
“But I suppose a foreign touched woman like yourself would 
fit right in with her, wouldn’t you?” 

Tanae ignored her. “If you want to find the most 
downtrodden, look for the ones who do most of the work 
around here.” She held up her sacks. “Look at the workers in 
the biggest shops. Even look at this one.” She gestured at the 
shopkeeper. “When she isn’t pretending that she has it all.” 

“Thank you, Tanae.” Eirika pronounced it Tuh-NAH-eh as 
she nodded, smiling. 

Tanae narrowed her eyes. “We'll see where your intentions 
lie, agitator.” Then she ran off with her sacks before Eirika 
could reply. 

The shopkeeper sighed. “The richest merchant companies 
take on people who won’t work for themselves. They get their 
food if they work hard enough. Anyone who’s willing to put 
in an honest day’s labor can earn their keep around here. 
You'll find them all about in the busiest part of town. Go see 
for yourself!” 

Eirika opened her mouth to protest, then closed it just as 
quickly. The merchant didn’t look like she was going to be 
swayed any time soon. “Alright, I’ll go see,” she finally said 
with a confident smile. The woman nodded in satisfaction 
and went back to her work as Eirika turned to head back the 
way she’d come. 

It was about noon at this point, and the streets were as 
busy as they'd ever be. Nonetheless, Eirika was energized by 
her newfound purpose, her jaw tight and her legs working as 
fast as they could to get her back to what must be the center 
of town, the opposite direction that Nathan had gone. With 
concentrated focus, she managed to figure out the locals’ 
walking system well enough to work her way into it, and 
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soon enough, she found herself right back in the thick of 
things. 

Far more so than earlier, she watched how the customers 
moved and talked as they busied themselves at the stalls and 
the little indoor shops. As a result, it quickly became clear that 
their elaborate system was less a result of careful planning 
and more simply emergent from the priorities of all the 
individuals involved. Those traveling further without 
stopping tended toward the center of the road because of just 
how many shoppers there were at the sides. Thus, they 
moved the fastest. And so, it went on in more and more 
elaborate patterns as one neared the edges where the shops 
were. 

Despite seeming to be in competition with one another, 
these shops were all set up in ways that encouraged this 
system; if any of them were set up differently, it would 
inevitably get less traffic because of how the system worked. 
Yet the system worked the way it did because of how the 
shops were positioned, and thus the whole thing perpetuated 
itself. 

As she figured this all out, she turned away from the 
direction that would’ve led back to her inn. The stalls began 
to clear away as the small indoor shops were replaced by 
much larger buildings with product displays on their outsides 
and wide windows that shoppers could peer through to get a 
look at what lied within. These large shops were covered in 
prominent signage that gave crystal clear indication of what 
the owners wanted people to think they could get from their 
products, though cold information was considerably sparser. 

With fewer but larger shops that displayed their wares 
more prominently, the enormous crowd was able to move 
even more efficiently than it had back near the inn. It was 
easy for people to decide what they wanted when there was 
less competition, and because larger spaces were reserved for 
the customers of each individual shop, there was less chaos in 
getting from place to place. As a result, Eirika was mostly able 
to get where she was going without being shoved around by 
others. 
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She picked one of the large shops at random and made her 
way inside. It turned out to be a clothing shop filled with 
rows and rows of similar simple outfits. The crowd was 
almost as big indoors as it had been outside, made up of 
customers perusing shelves, purchasing their items, and 
discussing what to buy amongst each other. Unlike at the 
inn’s tavern, the atmosphere in this place was anything but 
warm. In fact, it was almost overwhelmingly hostile despite 
how well the patrons were able to find what they were 
looking for. There was an impatient line of people with sacks 
of clothes in front of the counter, and the people in the aisles 
formed pseudo lines as they all attempted to reach their 
preferred products. 

To her side, Eirika heard someone say, “Fetch me that one 
up there, boy,” and she turned to see a stick skinny teenage 
boy reach up as far as he could to grab a coat off the top shelf. 
The man who'd spoken, taller than the young worker, took 
the coat from his hands, looked it over for a second, and then 
said, “What is this shoddy stitching? You expect me to pay for 
that?” and dropped it onto a lower shelf. With nothing but a 
blank stare, the boy picked the coat back up and placed it 
where he'd first found it while the man moved along. 

Eirika watched with concern as the boy limped away and 
around a corner. Though because of how insistently the 
crowd shoved her about, she didn’t have time to think on it 
for much longer. Moving in step with the rest of the shoppers, 
she reached a different corner of the room where she found a 
door leading to the back of the shop. As it opened, she got a 
brief glimpse of a man barking orders at an exhausted woman 
as she lifted a crate much too big for her frame, but before she 
could examine any further, another man wearing the same 
gray uniform the servant boy had been wearing stepped 
through. 

He was a hunched over old man whose outfit was ragged 
from long use and whose hair was messy and caked with dirt. 
A large bruise covered his right shoulder, his shirt failing to 
conceal it. All in all, he looked not dissimilar to the homeless 
man, Franke, whom Eirika had befriended all the way back in 
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the southeastern shadow town. He was waiting patiently for 
an opening so he could pass by the mob of customers, but 
whenever one appeared, he was only able to take a few steps 
before having to wait again. It wasn’t long, though, before 
Eirika made her way up to him. 

She turned and looked the man in the eye. “Hello. How’s 
your day been going? Are you doing alright with all these 
people around?” She stood against a corner of a shelf and did 
her best to stay put. 

The old man gave her the best smile he could manage. “Oh, 
I’m doing wonderful, thank you. How about yourself?” His 
words sounded rehearsed. 

“Don’t worry about me,” Eirika said with a dismissive 
wave, “Are they treating you well here? Are you and your 
coworkers being taken care of?” 

The worker looked confused with more than a hint of 
nervousness showing through. “As well as anywhere else in 
town, I’m sure.” He let out a nervous laugh. “Is there 
anything I can help you find, ma’am?” 

Eirika shrugged and smiled. “Thank you for the offer, but 
no. I’m sorry for interrupting your work. If you or anyone 
you know ever need any help, there are people in the capital 
who are building a support network. You might want to look 
into it or else start one here too.” She gave him a wave and 
turned to move along. 

No sooner had she done so, however, than she ran almost 
full on into a taller middle-aged man who was looking 
straight at both her and the older worker she’d been speaking 
with. He stood directly over her, but unlike her, he was right 
in the middle of the aisle, refusing to budge for even the 
shoppers. “I hope this one hasn’t been bothering you too 
much. We've gotten complaints before.” He sighed 
dramatically. “He’s been getting less useful as his age catches 
up to him, but what can I say? I guess I’m just too sentimental 
to get rid of the old man.” He laughed in a friendly, jovial 
tone, but Eirika had trouble maintaining her smile. 

“It’s quite alright.” She waved her hands and gave the 
shop owner an artificial laugh. His worker had vanished 
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while he’d been talking. “He’s no bother. Your workers are 
very friendly, actually.” 

“Oh, is that so?” He raised his eyebrows but accepted the 
compliment. “I’m glad to hear it.” 

Eirika hesitated for a moment, then took a chance on 
pressing a bit further. “It was actually me who was bothering 
him. I wanted to make sure the workers were doing well for 
themselves in the east market, and he didn’t look well.” 

“My workers get what they’ve earned, enough to keep 
working. I can assure you of that.” He didn’t look quite so 
friendly anymore. “If they want more, they’ve got to work 
harder. Take some initiative.” 

Eirika’s smile had vanished. “No one should have to earn 
the right to eat.” 

The owner gave her a half smile and looked to one side. 
Then he shook his head in bewilderment. “We all work to 
earn our livelihoods. No one in the east market wants to be a 
burden on our betters.” Eirika froze and stared into the space 
beyond the man, but he didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he just 
shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Then he walked away. 

Eirika didn’t move. Her breathing grew labored as the 
noise of the surrounding people hit her once again. Her eyes 
widened. They darted back and forth, and her whole head 
and then the rest of her body followed suit. She saw every 
scrap of green and every cold scowl from every direction at 
once. They were all pointed at her, and yet none of them 
seemed to care. 

She stumbled and leaned against the shelf next to her, and 
when she looked back up, the first thing she saw was the door. 
It was all she could focus on. With great effort, she forced 
herself to move, inching closer to her way out. Her strained 
resolve drowned out the crowd. She just needed to be out that 
door and moving on to anywhere else. 
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14 


EACH OTHER'S 
SECRETS 


Eirika’s eyes relaxed open to find Cathe lying asleep next 
to her. Her surprise didn’t last long. She hadn’t heard her 
enter in the night, but then Cathe had always been good at 
that. For a few minutes, she took satisfaction in gazing upon 
her sleeping companion, her breathing slow and even, her 
body still. The bed was uncharacteristically soft, or perhaps it 
was only the comfort she took in confirming that Cathe had 
returned. Except for her eyes, Eirika could’ve been mistaken 
for sleeping herself, and for all her energy, she might as well 
have been. Cathe’s nose twitched. Whatever was going on in 
her sleeping head was a mystery to Eirika. 

When Eirika finally sat up, she looked no more awake than 
she’d looked lying down. As she lazily tilted her head to the 
left, then to the right, life gradually returned to her face. 
Nothing in the room was out of the ordinary, and yet there 
was a wholly different feel to the place than there’d been the 
night before, calmer. She looked back at Cathe, still sleeping 
in that curled up position, and her empty face brightened. She 
smiled for the first time since she’d left that shop the day 
before. 

The whole rest of the previous day had gone by in a blur. 
First, she’d struggled desperately to look for something, 
anything that would give her another lead, so determined had 
she been to find some way to help the people of the town. 
Then a few seconds later, she’d been seeing those same green 
hues everywhere and those same familiar looks of 
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condemnation on all the faces around her. There’d just been 
so many of them, and they’d all found some way to remind 
her of that too familiar knight. Any one of them could’ve been 
him. 

So, she’d gone back to the inn to rest for a moment and 
then stayed there the rest of the day. Outside its walls, 
Nathan could’ve been doing anything he’d wanted and 
getting away with it, and she never would’ve known. She’d 
taken her meals in her room, silent and alone, and the rest of 
the time, she’d occupied herself with menial tasks. 

And that’s what she was doing when Cathe finally awoke, 
though now that morning had arrived, she was more serene 
and in tune with herself, far from the cold vacancy that had 
been her life the previous day. She was combing her sword 
for the tiniest scratches and her cloak for the slightest of tears. 
Both were fully intact, at least as well as anyone would’ve 
been able to tell, and she grinned with satisfaction before 
turning that grin toward her now upright companion. Cathe 
looked over and yawned. 

“Good morning!” Eirika said, giving her cheery best, “Are 
you feeling any better?” 

Cathe grunted and rolled off the bed, shambling over to 
her bag. Once it was clear that she wasn’t going to answer, 
Eirika dropped her head in defeat and started preparing for 
the day as well. Neither of them so much as glanced at the 
other during the whole process of getting ready. 

Finally, Eirika stood up and faced Cathe, her outfit and 
cloak on, her sword at her side, and her supplies on the floor 
next to her. She watched as Cathe finished assembling her 
weapons and reluctantly returned her gaze. Cathe leaned 
back against the wall, crossing her arms. After a few seconds 
spent biting her lips in silence, she finally addressed Eirika. 
“My job’s done here. We've got to go report to my father.” 

Eirika’s gaze fell to the floor. “Okay, I’m...” She sighed. 
“Eager to be out of this place.” Cathe nodded and shot her a 
quick smile of empathy before grabbing her bag and pushing 
herself off the wall. “Cathe.” Cathe paused in her walk to the 
door. “If there’s ever anything I can do to help you feel 
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better...” Eirika looked up at Cathe. “I want you to know you 
can come to me.” 

Cathe gave her the slightest smirk. “If 1 need some sugar in 
my gruel, I’ll let you know.” It was a friendly comment, at 
least. She kept on walking, and Eirika returned the smirk 
from behind as she picked up her own bag and followed her 
out the door. 

With renewed silence, they walked through the hallway 
and down the stairs, ignoring the people they passed along 
the way. As they passed through the tavern, though, Eirika 
waved at the bartender, and he waved back at her in between 
cleaning up his area for the day. He’d always been courteous 
with her during their short stay. Even with the few other 
patrons loitering around the room, it felt empty and cold now 
compared to the previous evenings. 

Outside, the cloud cover had returned after having been 
absent the day before, but thankfully, none of these new 
clouds were very thick. Eirika could even see some patches of 
blue sky here and there. The breeze was a bit chilly, though, 
and she kept her cloak around her with the hood up to both 
warm herself and remain inconspicuous. Soon, Cathe raised 
her hood as well. Keeping her arms in and inching along, it 
was all Eirika could do to ignore the ever-present horde 
surrounding her. She just managed to keep steady as they 
made their way around to the inn’s kat pen. 

She took a deep breath as the smell of the kats pulled her 
back to the present for the time being. The empty space 
helped too. There was plenty of room for the kats to move 
about, not that it mattered much since theirs were the only 
ones awake. There weren't that many there to begin with, but 
there were multiple attendants milling about the place 
nonetheless. Cathe absentmindedly motioned one of them 
over and slipped him a few coins to get their kats out and 
ready as fast as he could. 

A minute or two later, the kats were saddled and at their 
side. Once the boy had left, Cathe rubbed the back of her kat’s 
head and gently brushed against his side, leaning on him as 
he purred in response. Eirika smiled at the affectionate 


191 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


gesture but decided it was best to keep quiet about it. They set 
up their saddlebags and climbed onto their saddles, and 
Cathe led the way out without request or protest. 

Above the sea of pedestrians, Eirika could breathe easier. 
No longer did they feel hostile, and like water, they parted 
around the riders. These people were used to it. As the two 
made their way back to the west, only a few other riders 
crossed their path, easy enough traffic to maneuver around 
until they were out on the intercity road. Eirika craned her 
head forward at Cathe in case she might react to her 
surroundings in some way that would indicate her mindset, 
but whatever she was thinking didn’t show outwardly in the 
slightest. By the time they reached the edge of the town, 
Eirika had once again rested back and resigned herself to 
ignorance for the time being. 

For a couple more minutes, they followed the road that led 
back west to the capital, keeping to its left side to avoid 
having to deal with the now much heavier traffic. Eirika rode 
close behind Cathe as she scanned the area for any indication 
of where they might turn south. Then, without warning, 
Cathe veered off the road, and Eirika, caught only a little off 
her guard, followed suit. She was growing used to Cathe’s 
lack of warning. 

They rode southwest, and as they put more distance 
between themselves and the road, Eirika was forced to push 
her kat faster and faster in order to keep up. She gritted her 
teeth and squinted to shield her eyes against the wind, 
determined to stay as close as she could to her silent 
companion. The clouds still covered most of the sky, but 
thankfully, they hadn’t decided to start raining. The bumpy 
terrain evened out into gentler hills at about the same time the 
road and its travelers disappeared into the distance behind 
them. 

It was a while before the occasional red trees built up into 
a denser wood and Cathe was finally forced to slow down a 
bit. The hills, though still light, were now more dirt and rocks 
than grass, but despite the trees and terrain, Eirika was 
determined to catch up with her wayward friend. Once her 
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kat had expended just about as much energy as it could 
manage, she slowed it to a walk just in time to ride alongside 
her. 

While Eirika made sure to show her concern clearly on her 
face, Cathe was doing her best to appear nonchalant. 
Nonetheless, Eirika could see the frustration in her eyes along 
with the faintest bit of guilt. In a vain attempt to make some 
sort of difference, Eirika opened her mouth to speak, but no 
words came. Then after a moment of impotent silence, she 
shut it back up and pursed her lips in thought while Cathe 
did her best to ignore her. 

Her eyes dropped. “I’m not...” A word sat on the edge of 
her lips, struggling to get out. “Delusional, Cathe.” 

“T know.” All Cathe could do was frown. “I guess I just 
don’t get it.” 

Eirika sat in silence, trying to talk for a moment before 
having any kind of success. “Some things are...” She took a 
deep breath. “Hard for me to think about. I know I haven’t 
earned your trust. I~” 

“Forget it.” Neither of them could look at the other. “It 
doesn’t matter. I’m sorry. That’s not even why I’ve been 
feeling bad. That was just an excuse. What matters is who you 
are now, right?” 

Eirika looked up and smiled. “Thanks.” 

Cathe didn’t react for a few seconds. “I killed someone. In 
the capital.” 

Eirika nodded. “I know.” 

Cathe tried to smile, then let it drop. “I didn’t think it 
would bother me when I did it.” Eirika raised her eyebrows, 
but Cathe waved a hand in dismissal at her surprise. “Not 
killing someone, I don’t care about that.” She shook her head 
in frustration. “I mean letting you down.” Eirika did her best 
to look empathetic. “I really did try, Eirika. I told you I'd try, 
and I did.” 

Eirika smiled and brought a hand to her chest. “You did 
everything you could. It’s okay.” 

“It was necessary. He...” She sighed. “It doesn’t matter, 
does it?” 
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“Thank you,” Eirika said quietly. Cathe furrowed her 
brow. “Just knowing that you’re trying... It makes me feel 
better. I’ve been letting myself down a lot lately.” She looked 
down at her kat. 

“Yeah. I’m sorry you didn’t get to see the king like you 
wanted.” Cathe drew back into her head as Eirika just nodded. 
Cathe took a deep breath. “Stand back up, keep pushing 
forward.” She said it like it was something she’d had to say a 
thousand times before. Her voice was fraught with 
exhaustion. “Even when you don’t know what to do, just 
keep doing it. Keep telling yourself what you’re doing is 
right.” She shrugged and gave Eirika a halfhearted smile. 
“That's all I’ve ever known.” 

Eirika tried to smile back. “I feel better when I’m certain.” 

“Yeah, well, that’s your problem, isn’t it?” Cathe said, 
smirking. It wasn’t mean spirited. 

Eirika chuckled. Then she smirked right back and bit her 
lip. “Maybe I haven’t won over the king yet, but I did make 
friends with some criminals, you know. Didn’t say a word 
about it to James.” 

Cathe raised an eyebrow and grinned wide. “You do know 
how to cheer me up!” They both laughed. “But are you sure 
you want to upset your little paramour?” 

Eirika shrugged. “He'll come around.” 

“You're shaping up better than I expected!” Cathe looked 
her right in the eye for a split second before turning away. 

“See? Keep doing that.” Cathe looked baffled but amused. 
“My convictions get stronger when I can bounce them off 
your cynicism.” 

“Oh no!” She laughed hard. 

Eirika laughed alongside her, but once she’d calmed down 
and relaxed, she took on a more somber tone. “I know there 
are things you can’t tell me, and...” She looked away. “I’m 
still not comfortable talking about... you know.” When she 
turned back Cathe, to her surprise, was listening intently. 
“But we should talk to each other. I think it helps.” 

“You know how much I hate it when you make sense, 
don’t you?” Cathe said in a deadpan. She shook her head in 
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exasperation. “Look what you’ve done to me, Eirika. I’m 
actually enjoying your company.” 

Eirika put on her signature cheerful grin, and Cathe 
groaned. “Well, that definitely helps!” She let go of her 
enthusiasm. “And thanks again. I needed that.” 

Cathe tried and failed not to smile. “Yeah, yeah. Let's go.” 

Once again, she pushed her kat to a sprint, but this time it 
was in the spirit of friendly competition. Eirika chased after 
her, a huge smile on her face. They did their best to maneuver 
their kats over the hills and around the trees, and within 
minutes, they’d gained their footing well enough for the ride 
to be an easy one. Before they knew it, hours had passed, and 
they were back out of the woods and onto a flat plain. With 
such easy ground to cover, the kats could now enjoy the 
exercise as much as their riders did. At times, Eirika got 
ahead of Cathe and saw her companion grinning with intense 
determination. 

Then it was afternoon, and they slowed down to enjoy the 
scenery. “The sky’s clearing up,” Eirika said, riding close to 
Cathe. It was. There were only a few clouds left, and the sun 
was shining bright. 

Cathe smiled and nodded her approval, and she pointed 
out at the horizon ahead of them. Way off across the plain, 
just coming into view, were the river and the tall keep that 
were to be their destination. Seeing it head on, the sheer cliff 
from the foot of the castle down to the river below was a sight 
to behold. The jagged rocks and rushing water at its base 
made the whole setup look especially precarious. On the way 
to the river, the plains grew hilly again, culminating in the 
large hill that hid Cardarrian’s military base. 

“Where do we cross?” Eirika asked. There were no visible 
bridges. 

“The base has a drawbridge. It’s behind the hill. No one 
will care about us passing through.” 

Eirika nodded, and they rode on. A few minutes later, they 
reached the first of the hills, and the ground was no longer 
flat enough for them to ride as quickly as they’d done before. 
Now that they were this close, though, they were patient 
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enough to ride casually. 

“Eirika,” Cathe said quietly. Eirika turned to see Cathe still 
looking out ahead. “You said you hadn’t earned my trust. 
That’s not true.” 

“Thank you,” Eirika said with a smile, “I hope you know I 
trust you too.” 

Cathe looked down. “Why?” Eirika gave her a sympathetic 
look. “Never mind. I just figured I ought to tell you some 
things.” 

“You're under no obligation—” 

“No kidding,” Cathe said, only a little annoyed. “Just let 
me get it out before I change my mind.” She let out a sharp 
and deliberate breath. “In the east market, I was meeting one 
of Mander’s people, and in the capital, I was meeting a couple 
palace guards.” She breathed a sigh of relief, then grew a 
contemplative look. “One of them was uncooperative. He 
could have hurt us, our whole...” 

She shook her head, then looked at Eirika. Eirika didn’t say 
anything, but her face couldn’t help but belie her curiosity. 
Cathe looked down and pursed her lips, hesitating for a long 
moment. 

Eventually, her words came out in a low monotone. 
“We're trying to...” She looked at Eirika again who was 
listening intently, and her words caught in her throat. It took 
her awhile to gain the will to continue. “...to make them listen, 
Eirika. We're trying to make them listen to us. If we can get 
people on the inside to spread our message, maybe someone 
will finally hear it. James says it to their faces, I say it like this, 
and now you say it through the common people.” Her voice 
was still a deadpan, and she swallowed a lump in her throat. 

“You had to kill someone for that?” Eirika finally 
responded. Cathe didn’t say anything, just looking at her kat 
for what seemed like forever. “Hey, forget about it. I don’t 
know what happened, but you’re doing your best. I believe 
you.” 

“Stop,” Cathe whispered, but Eirika just held her 
sympathetic look. A range of emotions passed through 
Cathe’s face, from sadness to a moment of fear to a sudden 
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determination. “Listen. My father doesn’t want you knowing 
about any of this. You haven’t proven your loyalty yet.” She 
pointed a finger at Eirika. “So, this stays between us. Got it?” 

Eirika gave a gentle laugh. “When have I ever let you 
down?” Cathe smirked and turned back forward, but as soon 
as Eirika calmed down and stopped looking, her smile faded. 

It didn’t take them much longer to reach the large hill that 
hid the military camp. It was steep, and the kats didn’t have 
the easiest time ascending it without any real path beyond 
where other kats had trod before. But once they reached the 
top, the whole camp was easily visible next to the dense forest 
to its north. The place was brimming with movement, and 
even though Eirika couldn’t make out much of the specifics, 
she could certainly see a lot of people. Thankfully, there was a 
real path heading down the other side of the hill that lead 
straight to the upright, multisegmented drawbridge. A couple 
minutes later, they were down to the riverbank where they 
laid eyes on a greasy looking soldier standing atop the wall 
across from them. 

“Open up, Bron,” Cathe said, visibly impatient. 

“You two harlots are trespassing on the property of Lord 
Calven Cardarrian,” the man replied with a smug grin. Eirika 
looked over at Cathe to see what she would do. 

Cathe scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Are you an honorable 
man, loyal to the rightful king?” She was going through the 
motions. 

“Aye.” The soldier was clearly enjoying this. “And I 
suspect you're some lowly thief playing at decency.” 

“Ym as decent as any you'll meet across the whole 
kingdom.” 

Bron chuckled to himself, then motioned to someone 
below him. Before long, the wooden bridge began to lower 
and extend across the river. Cathe retained her impatient 
scowl the whole time the bridge was lowering, and the 
moment it set down, she kicked her kat to get him moving 
across. Eirika followed close behind. The rushing water 
roared beneath them, but thankfully, the bridge was sturdy 
and stable. 


” 
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On the other side of the wall, Cathe reached out and 
punched a wooden support beam next to a ladder leading up 
to the top. There was a shout from above as the platform 
shook over their heads. “See if I ever do anything for you 
again!” Bron called out. Cathe chuckled to herself and Eirika 
tilted her head as they made their way further into the camp. 

The place really was busy with soldiers running back and 
forth all around them. They kicked up dirt as they ran, almost 
wet enough to be mud, and it showed on their uniforms. 
Luckily, the kats didn’t seem to mind. Eirika couldn’t tell 
what any of them were trying to accomplish, but they were 
certainly working hard. The occasional kat was being pulled 
around as well, large dark kats with armored saddles. Off in 
the distance to her right, she saw a group of soldiers sparring 
and a small archery range that was currently in use. 

A young man ran in front of their kats, and they were 
forced to stop for a moment as he passed. It wasn’t sudden 
enough to be a shock, but it was enough to pique Eirika’s 
interest. She watched him run off and saw that he was 
carrying a small, folded pile of military uniforms in his arms. 
They weren’t the same color as the ones the soldiers were 
wearing, though. All the soldiers who were in uniform at all 
were wearing Cardarrian’s dark red, whereas the ones this 
man was carrying were bright yellow. She could just barely 
make out a horned head peeking out from underneath the 
man’s arm. 

Cathe looked at Eirika, then at the man, then she growled 
and jumped off her kat while Eirika looked on in confusion. 
She ran after the young man and grabbed him by the 
shoulder, giving him stern words that Eirika couldn’t quite 
make out. She was quiet for being so angry. Some of the other 
soldiers stopped to watch her chastise the man, who was 
leaning backward and looking scared out of his mind for a 
man with so many scars. Then she snapped around and 
marched back to her kat, leaving the young soldier paralyzed 
with shock. 

When. she’d made her way back up, Eirika raised an 
eyebrow. “What was that about?” 
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“He’s got to be more careful.” Cathe seemed annoyed at 
the question. But Eirika’s incredulity persisted, so she sighed 
and continued. “Especially when it comes to handling 
something with the royal crest on it. If the Tenars found out 
we'd dirtied their image, we'd hear no end to it, if not worse.” 
She gritted her teeth, then shot Eirika a sly smile. “And that 
wouldn’t exactly help our cause.” 

Eirika shrugged and pressed on, and Cathe sighed as 
quietly as she could. No one else dared cross their path as 
they made their way west through the rest of the camp. Cathe 
didn’t pay it any mind, but Eirika gave apologetic looks to all 
the soldiers they inconvenienced along their way. Before long, 
they reached the gate at the far end with most of the 
commotion well behind them. Thankfully, the guard 
positioned there started raising the gate before they were 
even close; he must’ve heard they were coming for as quickly 
as he moved. The two only had to wait a couple seconds 
before it was high enough for them to easily pass underneath. 

When they were out the other side, Eirika breathed in the 
clean air around her and took in the red and orange 
countryside. Cathe looked over at her, smiling briefly before 
turning back to the castle. “We'll head back in the way we 
came out,” she said. Eirika nodded, and they started moving 
again. 

The hill approaching the castle from the north was steep, 
steeper by far than the street leading up through the town. It 
would be much harder for the kats to climb than it had been 
for them to descend. The guards atop the northern wall 
would easily catch anyone who wasn’t authorized to enter 
before they could get close enough to even find the doors. It 
took a few minutes for the two of them to reach the bottom of 
the hill, and as soon as they began their ascent, the kats were 
forced to take it one careful step at a time even on the narrow 
path. There was only a single guard atop the wall ahead of 
them. Eirika opened her cloak in case it might help the man 
recognize her, and Cathe looked right up at him, holding a 
gloveless hand above her head. In response, the man turned 
away and disappeared. 
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It took the kats quite a while to climb up to the double 
doors at the top of the hill, but as soon as they arrived, the 
doors opened right in front of them as if the people inside 
knew how to time it perfectly. The two young guards on the 
other end stepped to the sides as they held the doors, and 
Eirika and Cathe rode past. Once they reached the small yard, 
Cathe quickly dismounted her kat, prompting Eirika to follow 
suit. The two men silently grabbed hold of the animals, 
saddlebags still on, and walked them through the side doors 
as Eirika followed Cathe into the castle. 

Inside the dimly lit hallway, they stopped to look around, 
but before anything could register as interesting, Cathe’s 
stomach growled. Eirika gave her a sympathetic smile. Just 
then, a servant jogged past the two of them, making sure to 
give Cathe a friendly wave despite being in somewhat of a 
hurry. Cathe beckoned to him with her hand before he could 
get too far. “Hey!” she shouted after him, “If anyone’s free, 
could we get two small meals sent to the meeting room?” He 
let out a breath as he slowed to a stop. “If it’s too much, I can 
make them myself.” She waved her hand in dismissal. 

The servant shook his head. “No, no, we’ve got it. Does the 
lord know you’re here?” 

“Ym sure someone’s told him already.” The servant turned 
away and kept running. “You work too hard!” she shouted 
after him, and Eirika giggled. 

Cathe smiled back at her, and they turned to walk in the 
opposite direction. When the two were about halfway down 
the hall toward the stairs up to the second floor, Eirika turned 
to Cathe once again. “Do the servants do alright for 
themselves?” she asked. 

Cathe shrugged. “It’s hard work. I know, I’ve done it.” 
Eirika didn’t look entirely convinced. “Yeah, okay, I’ve got 
mobility. But they’re taken care of. They’re protected.” 

Eirika nodded and refrained from pressing the issue 
further. They climbed the spiral staircase, and before long, 
they were back at the room where they and James had met 
with Lord Cardarrian when Eirika had first come to the castle. 
Taking their seats at the table, they didn’t have to wait long 
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before the door opened once more and Gerdy, the servant 
Eirika had seen Cathe greet on her first visit, walked in with 
their meals. Each of them got a few modest but filling cuts of 
meat and assorted vegetables along with two glasses of cider. 

“Thank you very much!” Eirika said as Gerdy set their 
meals down in front of them. 

Gerdy grinned and bowed to them both. “You’re very 
welcome!” 

“You're a real lifesaver, Gerdy,” Cathe said, rubbing her 
stomach and smiling back. 

“Are you going to be eating soon?” Eirika asked, “You’re 
welcome to eat with us.” 

“Oh, no,” Gerdy said, waving her hands and looking a bit 
nervous as she backed away. “I’ve got work to get back to, 
and the lord doesn’t want us slacking off.” 

Once she was out the door, Eirika shot Cathe a questioning 
look, but Cathe just shrugged and turned to her food. After a 
moment of watching her eat, Eirika resigned herself to hers as 
well. As soon as the meat hit her mouth, she gobbled it down 
and started cutting up more as fast as she could. Beside her, 
Cathe was doing the same. They ate quickly and quietly, 
neither slowing down for a second until their food was nearly 
gone. 

It was at precisely that moment when Cardarrian arrived, 
shoving the door open without warning. Eirika’s head jerked 
instinctively at his entrance, but Cathe took a moment to 
calmly set down her utensils before turning to face her father. 

“Good afternoon, Catherine.” He hesitated a moment 
before continuing. “And Eirika, good afternoon to you too. I 
see the staff has gotten the both of you fed. Good.” 

Eirika smiled and spoke up. “They do an excellent job!” 

“Ym glad to hear it.” He gave a brief smile, but his stony 
look returned quickly. He walked over to the opposite side of 
the table and faced them head on, refraining from taking a 
seat. 

Cathe raised a hand to be heard. “I completed both the 
assignments you gave me. There was a minor setback in the 
capital, but it’s taken care of.” 
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Cardarrian nodded sharply as if to cut her off. “We'll 
speak more in a moment.” He turned to Eirika. “Eirika, 
impress me.” 

Eirika narrowed her eyes, but she spoke nonetheless. “The 
people of the capital need our help, and fast.” Cardarrian 
nodded his approval. “I did what I could with the supplies I 
was given, but it wasn’t nearly enough. It’s not easy to 
convince poor people that a lord is coming to save them when 
no one’s done anything for them before.” She bit her lips for a 
moment. “But I did get them to listen to me. The merchants in 
the east market weren't so friendly. I suspect they’re 
purposely keeping their workers starved in order to keep 
them dependent. We’ll need to do everything we can to 
empower the workers there.” 

“If the merchants are indeed starving their workers, rest 
assured we'll bring them to justice.” He looked unconcerned. 
“You're dismissed for now. Remain in the castle and await 
further orders.” 

Eirika clenched her fists, and her eyes widened in 
bewilderment as Cardarrian turned to Cathe. “Calven.” He 
froze, then slowly turned back to her, eyes blazing. She 
looked down at the table, then mouthed the words “stand up, 
push forward” to herself and looked back up. She stared him 
down, refusing to break eye contact, and spoke deliberately. 
“I’m trying to help people. I’ve seen order in your city, and 
order is fine. What I haven’t seen is how exactly that order 
makes the people any happier. The reason it’s hard for me to 
convince anyone of your benevolence is that I don’t know 
what to tell them. If you told me, if you showed me, how you 
mean to empower the weakest and the most downtrodden in 
the kingdom, it might help convince them, and me for that 
matter, that you’re genuine.” They stared at each other in 
silence. “And I’m not here to impress you.” 

Cardarrian glared down at her. His lips were tight, and 
then a moment later, they parted just enough to reveal 
clenched teeth. Cathe looked back and forth between his 
father and Eirika with shock and panic in her eyes. Her voice 
was caught in her throat. In that moment, Cardarrian didn’t 
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seem to care that she was there at all. “Very well,” he finally 
said, loosening his jaw. “Perhaps an education is in order.” 
Cathe opened her mouth as if to protest, but he continued 
before she could say anything. “But let me make one thing 
clear. You will know what I intend for you to know and 
nothing more. You’ve made one decent point. You’re in need 
of firsthand experience. From now until I see fit to deem it 
otherwise, you are no longer granted the privilege of this 
keep. You will stay in the city where you'll see exactly how I 
run things.” He was silent for a moment, then spoke 
especially slowly. “You are dismissed.” 

Cathe let out a breath she’d been holding for a while, and 
Eirika said just one word. “Good.” Then she stood up rigid 
and walked out of the room, shutting the door hard behind 
her. 

Immediately, she fell apart and slumped against the 
opposite wall, breathing heavily. Her cloak fell over one side 
of her, and she kneeled on top of it, holding it around her 
with one tight claw of a hand. Over the next few seconds, her 
breathing slowed, and eventually, she was able to pick herself 
back up. 

She straightened out her cloak and stood silent. There 
wasn’t any noise from any direction; if Cathe or her father 
were speaking inside the room, she wouldn't be able to hear 
them. Once she’d given up on trying to eavesdrop, she turned 
and started walking through the halls toward the front of the 
castle. A servant turned to look at her as she passed him by, 
but she just walked on as if he weren’t even there. 

At the entrance, all she did was look at the guards, and 
they rushed to open the doors for her. It was unclear whether 
she intended to look as threatening as she did, but it was 
certainly clear that she wasn’t in any mood for words. They 
walked through alongside her into the yard, where they 
signaled the gate to be opened as well. As she stood staring 
blankly at the wooden gate in front of her, it rose to reveal 
what would be her new home for a time now beyond her 
control. 
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15 
BEHIND CHIVALRY 


Eirika yanked off her cloak and tucked it under her arm. It 
was a chilly afternoon, but she didn’t care. She was going to 
be Lady Eirika to these people no matter what that meant to 
the lord at the top of the hill. The eyes of his men were 
unavoidable though, narrow, stern, and ever watchful. 
Cardarrian’s city watch boasted full on knights among its 
ranks, and even his lowest ranking men had proven 
themselves to be eternally loyal and dutiful. It was little 
wonder that the civilians rarely stepped out of line. 

Every one of them walked straight, upright, and with 
purpose. They stuck to the sidewalks, of course, to stay out of 
the way of kats and the occasional cart. Eirika had seen this 
when she’d first ridden into town, but at that point, she 
hadn’t gotten a chance to look any closer. While most of the 
pedestrians were alert and energetic, they all showed little 
signs of fatigue that they couldn’t keep hidden from her now 
more watchful eye. Their hands trembled, or they had rings 
under their eyes, or their walk had a barely noticeable limp. 
They all wore similar bland clothing, but there were often 
tears or stains that they failed to cover up. There was almost 
always something. Nonetheless, they moved quickly, even the 
ones who had a long trek up the stairs that took them up the 
city’s hill. Occasionally, one of the townspeople would glance 
at Eirika and her crest, but they never had time to do any 
more than glance. 

She marched down a sidewalk on the main central street; 
that was where she’d be the most conspicuous. It seemed, 
however, that her conspicuousness wasn’t doing her much 
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good. The civilians, most important to impress, were all too 
busy with their own work and appearances to bother 
themselves with her presence. The knights didn’t bother with 
her either, thankfully, having apparently been informed that 
she was working for their lord. Some were still suspicious, 
though, side-eyeing her as she passed. She ignored them, but 
it didn’t escape her that the only attention she was getting 
was hostile. 

A nearby watchman looked down on her with disdain 
from atop his kat. She stopped in her tracks and glared right 
back up at him, fists on her hips. Then she shook her head, 
scoffed, and turned away to take off down one of the side 
streets. It was possible that there’d be fewer watchmen the 
further she got from the center of town. She marched along 
the curved, level street with as much purpose and discipline 
as the civilians around her. If not for her odd features and 
ostentatious getup she would’ve blended in perfectly. There 
were certainly fewer civilians off the central street, but 
unfortunately, the watch was still positioned at every single 
corner. 

She found herself running along stairs and side roads to 
escape the castle constantly looming over her. Everywhere 
around her was gray punctuated by the blood red of the 
watchmen’s uniforms. Even as the buildings got smaller, the 
sidewalks disappeared, and the pedestrians grew scarce, they 
were still ever present and patrolling. Soon, she found herself 
in the northwest portion of the city near the bottom of the hill, 
and the buildings were shorter and thinner than any she’d 
passed thus far. They were crammed up against each other 
with no alleys in between, so the fact of their slim size 
wouldn't have been immediately obvious to someone who 
wasn’t paying attention. 

Here, there were more watchmen even than civilians, 
mindlessly positioned at each corner despite only the 
occasional passerby. She was walking alone down the center 
of one of the east-west streets as it descended and sharply 
turned left toward the center of the city when she finally 
stopped and sighed. The nearest watchman glanced at her 
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momentarily but didn’t give her a second thought. 

She sensed a hint of movement at the edge of her vision 
and cocked her head almost imperceptibly. A short older 
woman was sneaking into one of the side streets, moving 
slowly and quietly so as not to catch the attention of the 
watchman. Eirika glanced back at the man and confirmed that 
he was no longer bothering himself with her or the other 
woman. Then, as if merely changing her mind, she turned 
around and took a few steps up the hill, throwing her cloak 
over her shoulders in the same motion. Unlike the watchman, 
the old woman noticed her strange behavior and stopped in 
her tracks to watch with caution. 

Once Eirika was well enough out of the watchman’s sight, 
she turned and made firm eye contact with the woman, 
holding a finger to her lips. The woman remained still and 
silent. With just the tip of her finger, Eirika pointed down the 
street behind the old woman, and in response, she turned 
back around and continued her quiet, hunched walk. 
Shuffling her feet to appear as if she was merely idling, Eirika 
waited until the woman was nearly out of sight before 
following her further. 

The street where the watchman stood had just disappeared 
behind her when Eirika caught up with the older woman. 
Even from behind, she looked nervous at the very least. There 
were only a few feet left between them when she abruptly 
stopped and spun around. “Why don’t you leave me alone?” 
She was trying to sound angry, but her fear showed through. 
“You think an old woman doesn’t see things? I know that 
cloak.” Eirika’s eyes went wide for a second. “I was there 
when the Red Cavalier dragged you up to his dungeon. I’ve 
got enough problems as it is without some escaped prisoner 
following me home.” 

Eirika took a step back and brought a hand to her chest. 
“Ym sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to upset you. What you 
saw the other day, when I was with the Red Cavalier, that 
was just a ruse.” She waved her hands in front of her face. 
“He was taking me to see Cardarrian. They just didn’t want 
anyone to know what was really going on until they were 
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sure they could trust me.” The woman didn’t look convinced. 
“Look, you saw that watchman look at me. If I’d escaped 
from the dungeon, why would I be out in the open like that?” 

“Bah...” The woman waved a hand dismissively. She 
dropped her head and murmured at the ground for a few 
seconds, then looked back up at Eirika. “Well, who are you, 
then?” 

“Ym the ghost of Lady Eirika!” 

“What's that supposed to mean?” the woman demanded 
before Eirika could get any more out. 

“It means,” she said patiently, “that even when I’m 
working with Cardarrian, I’m not about to report anyone 
to...” She tilted her head back toward the street where the 
watchman was stationed. The woman looked down at her 
emblem and then back at her face and gave her a brief scowl, 
but Eirika continued before she could speak her mind. “Have 
you been having trouble with the watch? It’s just that I saw 
you avoiding that guy back there, and I was wondering if 
there was anything I could do to help.” 

The woman’s scowl deepened. “What are you, then, a spy? 
Why would a spy dress like that?” 

“Exactly!” Eirika stood up tall and put on a smug grin. 
“My lips are sealed. I’m here for you, not any lord.” 

“Lord Cardarrian doesn’t help people with my kind of 
troubles,” the woman replied cautiously. 

Eirika leaned her arm against the wall beside her. “But I 
do.” Her smile warmed. 

The woman let out a loud sigh of exasperation. “It doesn’t 
matter who you are, does it? If you’re with Cardarrian, I’d 
better play nice.” She held out a hand. “Bonny.” 

Eirika took her hand and shook. “It’s a pleasure to meet 
you, Bonny!” 

Bonny rolled her eyes at Eirika’s enthusiasm, then turned 
around and gestured for her to follow. The sun was starting 
to set, but there was still more than enough light for them to 
navigate their stone surroundings. Eirika jogged up to Bonny, 
and they walked side by side down the empty street. Bonny 
moved slowly, but Eirika was patient enough to keep the 
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same pace, smiling to herself and her new companion the 
whole way. Regardless, it wasn’t long before they arrived at 
their destination. Bonny turned and led Eirika to a small door 
on one of the identical thin buildings, then with a shaky hand, 
she pulled it open and stepped through. 

“What can I get for you, eh?” she asked once they were 
both inside. “You'll forgive the humble scarcity of it all. I do 
the best I can.” She lit a solitary lamp on the wall and 
revealed the room, which was about as drab as anything 
outside. Predictably, the walls and floor were stone. The 
kitchen was stone too, while the round table, drawers, and 
pair of beds were simple, worn down wood. The house was 
just the one room, square and cramped. 

“You don’t need to get me anything,” Eirika said, holding 
up a hand, “Except news, I suppose. I’m trying to get to know 
what life is like in the city. I’ve got to get to know people if 
I’m going to help them out.” 

“Yl get you something to eat.” Bonny went and pulled out 
a small loaf of bread and a bucket of water from next to the 
little kitchen. She poured the water into a clay mug and 
shoved it and the bread into Eirika’s hands. 

“Tm fine,” Eirika insisted, “I promise.” 

Bonny ignored her and walked over to the table to sit 
down, leaving her with the food and drink. “You’re not much 
like the other Cardarrian men I’ve met.” 

Eirika set the bread and mug down on the table, then 
draped her cloak over the top of the remaining chair and sat. 
“Ym my own woman.” She tore the loaf of bread in half and 
pushed one half to Bonny’s side of the table. “And if 
Cardarrian’s men are bothering you, I'll see if I can get them 
off your back.” Bonny stared at her with narrow eyes and a 
mouth constantly on the edge of speech but never quite 
getting there. 

The door swung open, and Eirika turned to see a young 
man in his late teens shove the door shut behind him. Then he 
saw her looking at him and froze. As he slowly set his satchel 
by the side of the door, he looked her over from head to toe 
and then looked at Bonny, saying nothing. 
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“Don’t gawk, Jake,” Bonny said, “This is...” She snapped 
her finger a couple times. “What did you say your name 
was?” 

“The ghost of Lady Eirika!” She smiled and nodded at 
Bonny, then Jake. 

“She says she’s working for Lord Cardarrian.” Jake stood 
upright and stiff, his eyes widening just a hair before he could 
soften them to maintain appearances. 

Seeing this, Eirika waved her hands in front of her face. 
“Ym not here to get anyone in trouble. I was just saying I 
might be able to get the watch to ease up a bit.” Jake 
narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips. “Assuming you need 
it, of course.” 

“Is this some sort of test?” Jake asked. 

“Jake, Jake. Don’t be rude.” Bonny laughed nervously and 
smiled at Eirika. “I apologize for my grandson.” 

“You know what?” Eirika said, “You don’t have to tell me 
anything. You’ve got nothing to apologize for. Thank you for 
inviting me into your home, Bonny, but you’re under no 
obligation to accommodate me.” 

Bonny and Jake looked at each other for a long moment, 
then Bonny relaxed completely for the first time since they’d 
met. “You can stay if you'd like.” 

“Grandma-” 

Bonny held up a hand toward Jake while looking Eirika in 
the eyes. “No, Jake. We ought to treat our fellows with 
kindness. It would be a shame to let paranoia turn a young 
woman out onto the street at night.” 

“Yeah.” Jake sighed and picked up his satchel, moving it to 
the side of the beds. “I guess you're right.” 

Eirika turned to address him. “You’re both very generous. 
Thank you.” She smiled and bowed to him and _ his 
grandmother in turn. “If you’d rather not talk about your 
troubles, the least I can do is help you with some chores. Have 
you got any food I can cook up for you?” 

“Oh, don’t bother yourself over us,” Bonny said, “You're 
our guest.” 

“Nonsense, I don’t mind at all.” She set down her gloves, 
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then stood up and walked over to the kitchen area. “You 
deserve to relax.” 

Jake walked over and took her place at the table, and 
neither objected any further. Eirika quickly found some meat 
the two had preserved in salt, lit a small fire, and got to 
cooking it up for them. The flames helped warm her hands as 
it cooked the meat, and she closed her eyes and smiled to 
herself as she worked. Bonny and Jake were whispering to 
each other at the table, but for once, she refrained from 
listening in. She focused entirely on her own job. 

When she was done cooking, she cut the meat into three 
pieces, two large and one small. Then she poured two more 
cups of water and brought it all over to the table. “Here you 
go,” she said as her hosts looked up at her, “Don’t worry 
about me. I ate earlier.” 

“Thanks for your help,” Jake said, his wariness having 
vanished, “I didn’t expect to have a guest, much less...” He 
shook his head. “Thanks.” 

His grandmother smiled at him as Eirika set the food and 
drinks down on the table, making sure to position Jake’s ina 
way that implied he could have her bread as well. He didn’t 
object. She then leaned her back against the wall next to the 
table and started in on her own bit of meat. The three ate in 
silence, and when Eirika had naturally finished first she 
watched as the other two took their time savoring what little 
food they had. 

Once Bonny was nearly done eating, she was the first to 
break the silence. “Would you like a place to sleep?” she 
asked Eirika, “We've only got the two beds, but I can give you 
a pillow and a blanket, and you can sleep on the floor if you 
want. I’d rather not put you outside. No one should have to 
pay for a place to sleep.” 

“Thank you again,” Eirika said, “You’re more generous 
than I deserve. You can keep the pillow and blanket for 
yourselves, though. I’ll use my cloak. I’m just grateful for how 
kind you've both been with everything you’re going through. 
I hope I’m not imposing too much.” 

“Let's just hope news of our kindness makes its way to the 


210 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


good lord’s ears, hmm?” She gave Eirika a sideways knowing 
smile. 

Eirika’s mood dampened a bit. “Do you need something 
like that for Cardarrian to support you?” Bonny’s face turned 
serious, but she didn’t say anything. Eirika sighed. “I'll make 
sure it does.” 

Once Bonny and Jake had both finished their remaining 
food and Eirika had put the dishes away to be washed the 
next morning, the three of them finally started getting ready 
for bed. Bonny and Jake slept in their own beds, keeping their 
blankets and pillows for themselves like Eirika had suggested. 
Eirika slept sitting against the wall next to the bed, facing the 
door with her cloak over her as a blanket. The night passed 
quickly and easily for a change, as Eirika had made new 
friends. 

In the morning, the three of them all ate breakfast together 
and got ready for the day. Eirika offered to help with some 
morning chores as well, but Bonny insisted that she’d done 
more than enough for them. They made small talk, but Eirika 
refrained from prying into their private matters. Bonny and 
Jake didn’t ask Eirika much about herself either. They 
wouldn’t have gotten anything if they had. The three said 
their polite goodbyes, and Eirika wished them the best of luck, 
leaving them to their work and their daily routines. 

Back near the center of town, the sun was well on its way 
up into the sky. The day was warm, and the townsfolk were 
out and about on their business. It was just as it’d been the 
evening before and just as it’d been when she’d entered the 
city for the first time. Everything here was like clockwork, 
held together through the force of Cardarrian’s will against 
the limited physical and emotional energy of the people. The 
contrast between the rigidness of the architecture and watch 
and the weariness and limited resources of the pedestrians 
made it clear just where Cardarrian’s priorities lay. 

Eirika carried her cloak under her arm as she had the day 
before, but the people around her did everything in their 
power to ignore her all the same. She was watching closely 
enough to tell that they noticed her but also that they weren’t 
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going to stop and talk. Her mood was brighter now than it’d 
been the previous evening, but it didn’t make any difference. 
A man walked right behind her on the sidewalk, and out of 
the corner of her eye she saw him turn to check her out. She 
spun and reached out her arm, but by the time she had, he 
was already facing away from her as he marched down the 
steps to the next level. 

She watched him go, and it looked almost as if he was 
eyeing the other civilians just as he had her. But the idea 
passed as he passed out of sight. Her eyes then drifted to the 
watchman at the corner ahead of where he’d disappeared, 
then to the city gate off in the distance, currently open to 
travelers but guarded on both sides as always. Staring out at 
it for a moment longer, she took a step forward. 

“Eirika!” 

She stopped in her tracks and spun around. The voice was 
immediately recognizable, and sure enough as soon as she 
looked up, she saw James smiling down at her from atop his 
kat a block up the street. Her breath caught in her throat, and 
then a second later, she was running up the sidewalk and 
leaping up the steps to reach his side, not even attempting to 
hide her enthusiasm. 

“Good morning, James!” She exclaimed, waving 
exuberantly. 

“Good morning,” he said, stopping at the side of the street. 
He sat calm and confident. “Cathe told me you'd be out in the 
city.” His smile faded as he said her name, but it quickly 
returned afterward. “I felt I ought to see you as soon as I got 
back from the capital.” 

“You came to find me?” Her eyes widened. “I’m honored.” 
She bowed low, then stood up straight. 

“I’ve come to a decision, Eirika.” Eirika listened intently. 
“T’ve decided to take you under my wing. You have potential, 
and you deserve to be in on our plans as much as the rest of 
us. We just need to earn you Lord Cardarrian’s trust. Climb 
up behind me. I'll bring you back to the barracks.” 

Eirika didn’t hesitate, throwing her cloak up over her 
shoulders. She hopped down off the sidewalk and then just as 
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quickly up onto the back of James’s tall kat. His jaw flinched 
at her strength and speed, but he hid it well. She held onto his 
sides as he swung the kat around to head back up the hill. 

“T must apologize for being so quick to judge you when we 
first met,” James said, “I shouldn’t have assumed you were 
the same as Cathe.” 

“It’s... okay,” she said meekly. A few seconds passed 
before she spoke again. “Can I ask you a question?” 

“Of course, you can.” 

She looked to her side and pursed her lips. “What... I’m 
not saying I’m not confident in myself. I’m only asking out of 
curiosity. Why do you see potential in me now?” 

James gave a quiet chuckle. “I suppose you think us quite 
different from one another. I don’t blame you.” Eirika didn’t 
say anything but held onto him a bit tighter. “But I’ve been 
thinking about it, and I do see some of myself in you.” 
Eirika’s face brightened. “A younger version of myself, 
perhaps, and not yet tempered. But we’ll see you tempered 
yet.” He smiled confidently. “If I could be, then so can you.” 

Eirika’s smile fell for a fraction of a second, but she 
couldn’t help but grin ear to ear as they approached the upper 
city gate. She almost leaned her head against his shoulder, but 
then she shook herself and rolled her eyes at her own 
childishness. Thankfully, James couldn’t see her face. 

They passed through the gate and into the castle yard 
where James steered them left, away from the doors of the 
keep itself. The ever present and ever busy guards, watchmen, 
knights, and squires who normally crowded the whole of the 
yard now parted in their wake. Rounding the northwest 
corner of the keep, they arrived at a more open dirt yard with 
large stone barracks at the opposite end. Only a few men were 
roaming the area right then. 

They stopped near the barracks and dismounted, and 
James tied his kat up against the wall. “First of all,” he said 
when he'd finished, “I haven’t seen you fight.” 

Eirika’s eyes lit up, and she smirked. She pulled off her 
cloak and set it down on a nearby bench, then reached for her 
sword, hesitated, and instead took the whole thing off, sheath 
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and all, and set it down on top of her cloak. James eyed her 
curiously as she did this, but he nodded his approval when he 
saw her walk over to a stand that held large, two handed 
swords like the one on his back. She plucked one up with a 
single hand and flipped it about in the air to face forward 
before noticing the surprise on James’s face. Laughing 
awkwardly at herself, she placed her other hand on the 
handle as well. 

“Alright, then,” James said, unable to hide his bafflement, 
“Tt looks like you know your stance.” He pulled his sword off 
his back and pointed it at her. “Prepare yourself.” 

He stepped forward and lunged. Eirika gently swatted his 
sword to the side, holding her ground and making sure to 
keep both hands on her own sword. Then she stepped to the 
other side and swung just slowly enough for him to recover 
and block. She stepped back and took a defensive stance right 
as he was getting ready to swing, which he did quickly from 
the left, then from the right, with her blocking each one. 

Without missing a step, he pulled up high and swung 
down from above. It came fast and hard, but Eirika stepped 
easily to the side. James barely kept his sword from falling to 
the ground, and Eirika took advantage of the opening to step 
forward and bring her own sword up to his chest with the tip 
right at the side of his neck. 

She smiled up at him as she brought her sword down to 
her side. As he looked down his nose at her, a slight smile 
crept onto his face as well, and Eirika had to turn away to 
hide cheeks that might’ve shown even more red through the 
already red spots on her face. She did her best to casually 
saunter back over to the stand she’d taken her broadsword 
from, letting the thing dangle limply from one hand. 

A whisper of wind hit Eirika’s ear, and she spun around. 
Her sword caught James’s as it neared her side, and with a 
single hand, she twisted it back and pinned it to the ground. 
James gripped his sword tight with both hands, and his eyes 
were wide in shock that Eirika’s one handed grip was holding 
him down. 

Eirika saw his face and laughed nervously. “Sorry,” she 
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said under her breath. She lifted her sword and backed away 
from him. 

“It’s quite alright.” James was still looking at Eirika’s hand 
holding her sword. He shook his head. “Perhaps we should 
do something else.” 

Eirika walked the rest of the way to the sword stand, 
frowning in embarrassment once again. Gently placing the 
sword back where she’d found it, she slowly turned around 
to face James with her hands clasped behind her back. James 
had sheathed his sword while she’d been looking the other 
way. Seeing her embarrassment, he put a hand to his 
forehead. 

His smile turned into a quiet chuckle, and then he sighed. 
“You're an intriguing one I must admit.” Eirika’s face 
brightened back up at the comment, and James relaxed. “Let's 
talk, then.” He gestured at the wide opening to the barracks. 

Eirika picked up her small sword and cloak and followed 
him inside where there were six wooden tables organized into 
two straight rows. There was no floor beyond the dirt ground 
continuing in from outside. A few men sat about the place, 
but it wasn’t too full. Those who were there were seated far 
away and preoccupied with their own business. James 
walked Eirika to the nearest table and sat down, and Eirika 
took the seat across from him. 

When she looked up, she found him staring directly into 
her eyes. “To more important matters then,” he said, “You've 
seen the city. I’m sure you’re familiar by now with how we 
maintain our peace.” After her earlier embarrassment, Eirika 
was determined to remain dignified and return his intensity 
in full. “And I know you want justice served.” His head tilted 
just enough for Eirika to notice. “By your own means, at 
least.” 

“IT want to help people live happier lives,” Eirika 
responded with full conviction, “Justice can only be served 
when everyone has what they need and when no one has to 
worry about losing it, not even to their rulers.” 

“Indeed.” It was curt and dismissive. 

“How often do you visit the dungeon?” Eirika leaned 
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forward insistently. 

“As often as duty requires.” The words came out quick, 
and he looked away as he spoke. “Why? What does it 
matter?” 

“How often do you put people in there? Do they give you 
no other choice?” She kept up her persistent stare. “Is that 
really what's best for everyone’s safety?” 

“Tell me, Eirika,” he said, looking back at her, “How do 
you spot a thief? Aside from catching him in the act.” 

Eirika was taken aback. “Well, you can’t know for certain 
unless they confess of their own free will, and even then, you 
have to account for the possibility that they might be lying.” 
She paused for a moment. “It would help if you found them 
with stolen goods or if they matched a witness’s description, 
but even that’s not completely reliable. What are you getting 
at?” 

“Behavior, Eirika.” Eirika just kept looking him in the eyes. 
“When a peasant is visibly nervous around authority, when 
they try to avoid your gaze or behave in any number of ways 
an innocent is unlikely to behave, it can show you a criminal. 
Possibly even before he commits his first crime. Your 
intuition in this regard can be a powerful tool, and we must 
all keep a constant vigilance.” His tone was that of a teacher 
explaining simple concepts to a child. “Under Lord 
Cardarrian, we’re trained to know this. Anyone in the 
dungeon has either been found guilty, or he will be.” 

“You don’t think your people have any other reason to be 
nervous around you?” It took a lot of will for her to keep 
looking right at him. “Like for example everything you just 
said.” 

He kept his calm. “Innocents have nothing to fear.” 

“And what if you’re wrong?” 

“Then the suspect will come to no harm.” 

Eirika’s whole body went tense, and she took a moment to 
build up her courage. “What if the suspect is stealing to feed 
their family?” 

“There can be no exceptions.” This was a firm command, 
but there was just a hint of defensiveness in it. 
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Eirika’s fingernails pressed into the wood through the 
thick cloth of her gloves. Her jaw tightened, then released. 
Her voice was almost hoarse. “You can’t really think that.” 

“The law takes its form from what works, Eirika.” He was 
now fully confident in his lecture. “Of course, it’s never 
perfect. It’s made by mortal men. But they’re better men than 
we are. Lord Cardarrian is a better man than we are. If you 
start making exceptions based on your own inferior 
judgement, you'll only run the risk of making things worse. 
Too many exceptions, and people will abandon the law 
entirely.” 

Eirika wasn’t looking at anything anymore. Her eyes were 
glazed over, staring into the abyss behind James’s head. He 
didn’t seem to notice, though. 

“It’s alright. I understand the temptation,” he said with 
genuine sympathy. Eirika nodded, swallowed, and tried to 
give him a smile. “If you need an example, you have only to 
look at the state of the kingdom. The Tenars and their noble 
friends have ignored their own laws for far too long, laws set 
in place long before they were born by far better men. It’s 
about time someone else takes ahold of that responsibility 
they’ve so callously let go of. Don’t you think?” He shook his 
head. “Forgive me. I’ve spoken out of turn. Those are only my 
own personal thoughts, I assure you.” 

He gave Eirika a kind smile, and it gave her some of her 
energy back. She returned the smile as best she could. “You 
ought to do that more often, James. Speak your mind, not just 
Cardarrian’s.” 

James laughed, then promptly stood up. “You're 
absolutely right.” Eirika looked up at him, and her smile grew 
genuine. “But perhaps on less sensitive subject matter. Come, 
let us walk.” 

Eirika stood up, reattached her sword to her belt, and 
threw her cloak over her shoulders. Then James led her back 
outside. 

“T must confess. I don’t often have time for small talk,” 
James said, “There’s always so much work to be done.” 

Eirika jogged up to his side. “That’s okay. When you care 
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so much about your work, it’s easy to forget to make time for 
yourself. Still, you should try to have fun sometimes. It keeps 
you motivated, and you deserve it.” 

James gazed off in thought as Eirika examined his face. 
“T’ve never thought of it like that. If it could help me focus, 
perhaps I ought to find a hobby or two.” He smiled at Eirika 
as they came around the front of the castle. “What do you 
find interesting?” 

“Stories, of course!” Eirika said cheerfully, “Hearing and 
telling them. They’re a part of who I am, after all.” 

“Hmm. The Red Cavalier.” He shook his head. “I never 
did like that one, and I’m trying to pin down why.” Eirika 
continued to look up at him with interest as he ruminated. 
“For one thing, I haven't wanted to be a hero in a long time.” 
It was a casual observation, but Eirika frowned nonetheless. 
“And the ending is rather morbid. I can never get over that.” 

Eirika laughed despite herself. “I can’t argue with you 
there.” James chuckled along with her. “But what made you 
stop wanting to be a hero? I-" Her voice caught. “Cathe told 
me you're from up north. Lord Trask’s territory, right?” She 
covered for her stumbling speech with less than perfect grace. 

James didn’t mind. “I’m a cousin of Lord Trask’s, once 
removed.” Eirika’s eyebrows raised. “I never stood to inherit 
anything, so knighthood made sense for me. And like all 
young boys, I envisioned knights as the kingdom’s great 
heroes. I suppose everyone has to grow up sometime.” He 
didn’t let Eirika object. “I left the north for personal reasons.” 

They both stood silent for a moment. “I won't pry,” Eirika 
said, “There’s plenty of stuff I’m not comfortable talking 
about either.” 

James nodded in sympathy. “Regardless, I found my way 
into Lord Cardarrian’s employ because he shared my values, 
more so than any other noble, certainly.” By this point, they 
were back at the front gate, and they slowed to a stop. James 
chuckled to himself. “Before you ask, I’m aware that 
Catherine will be my, uh, my lady one day. My employer, I 
mean. Our lord has no intention of remarrying, so his 
bloodline dies with him. I can only hope rulership teaches her 
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responsibility.” 

“Aren't you worried she'll release you from your service?” 

James shook his head. “I think she’d quite enjoy lording 
over me.” Eirika couldn’t help but snort out a laugh, and 
James laughed along with her. “Are we going to keep 
standing here? I thought we might take a brief walk through 
the city together.” 

Eirika’s eyes lit up, and she nodded enthusiastically as a 
nearby guard rushed to open the gate for them. When the 
gate was open enough for them to see, the city seemed much 
brighter and more appealing than when Eirika had been alone 
in it. Nothing had changed, but as the two stepped out and 
onto the sidewalk, Eirika looked around in fascination rather 
than suspicion. She was ignorant to the watchmen and the 
fearful pedestrians. 

James looked down at her and smiled as she looked out 
and around the street. She’d paused to take it all in, and he 
was content to do so as well. When he looked out, however, 
he was looking right at the watchmen, the pedestrians, the 
standardized stone architecture, the efficiency of it all. Eirika 
had to ignore it, but he admired it. Neither of them 
recognized this in the other when they turned their smiles 
back at each other. 

“Stop!” a woman’s voice shouted from one of the side 
streets downhill from them. Eirika’s head shot around to see 
what the commotion was about, and she found a man 
sprinting out of the street where the voice had come from. 
“That man stole from me!” Eirika couldn’t see the source of 
the voice, so her eyes turned to the thief as he ran down the 
stairs ahead of them. He was young and thin, in clothes a bit 
more worn than was usual in Cardarrian’s city. In one arm 
was a long wooden pole, and in the other was the cloth sack 
full of what were no doubt stolen goods. The nearest 
watchman was quite some distance off. 

Then Eirika realized that James was still looking down at 
her, now with a more serious disposition. He didn’t budge an 
inch. When she turned back to him, he simply cocked his 
head in the direction of the disturbance. At his implied 
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command, Eirika yanked off her cloak, shoved it into his 
hands, and shot off. 

She leaped down a whole set of stairs, and then followed 
the man out into the center of the street itself. He ran 
awkwardly through the startled riders, so it wasn’t hard for 
Eirika to gain ground on him with her fluid movements and 
more stable sprint. The people around her looked on in awe 
despite their usual stoic nature, and the riders even deigned 
to move their kats out of her way as she ran past. Seeing how 
quickly she ran, most of the watchmen didn’t even bother to 
pursue the thief themselves. 

Within seconds, she was nearly on top of him, and when 
he turned his head to see her, he was full on panicked. Right 
as she finally caught him, he spun around and brought up his 
pole as if to strike at her, and in a single motion, she grabbed 
her sword out of its sheath and cut up through the pole, 
slicing it clean in half and knocking it into the air. In his shock, 
the man dropped what little remained of his makeshift 
weapon and then stumbled backward and fell. Eirika’s sword 
was high above her head when he hit the ground and cried 
out in pain, terrified at her menacing figure. 

Her arms and legs weakened. All the people around her 
were staring. Her sword arm dropped to her side, and she 
sheathed it quickly as if that would make her any less 
threatening. As her gaze darted back and forth between 
frightened faces, she saw Bonny standing on the sidewalk 
with a look of disgust. Before Eirika could react, the old 
woman turned away and vanished into the street behind her. 
Back in front of her, the thief’s arms were up in the air, his 
hands bloody from scraping them on the stone. Loaves of 
bread spilled out of his cloth sack. 

Then a moment later, the watch was on him as two men 
yanked him to his feet against his will and strength. Eirika 
stared limply out ahead as he was dragged away with no 
regard for his wounds. She was standing just as limply when, 
a moment later, a hand came to rest on her shoulder. With 
great effort, she turned around to find James smiling down at 
her with approval. 
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16 
LOVE IS SELFISH 


It was early the next morning when Cathe appeared from 
around the corner of the keep, watching with disdain as 
knights, guards, and watchmen walked by. Her jaunt was 
slow and disinterested, and she even stopped for a moment to 
yawn and stretch. Eirika saw her first, and energy shot 
through her body despite her best efforts to hide it. She 
couldn’t hide who she was looking at, though. James followed 
her gaze, and about as much disgust appeared on his face as 
was on Cathe’s as she eyed the men around her. 

Eirika had tried her best to get up, ready, and out of the 
barracks early enough in the morning that James wouldn’t 
find her, but as a trained knight, James was used to getting up 
early anyway. He’d been excited about having her work with 
him, ignoring how conflicted she’d clearly looked the whole 
time he’d been talking. Fortunately for her emotional 
wellbeing, James had had his own duties to attend to for most 
of the previous day, so Eirika had had the time to herself. 

She hadn’t had much to occupy herself with, though. 
When she hadn’t been eating or doing menial tasks, she’d just 
loitered around the outside of the keep, looking alternatively 
distressed or forlorn. The next morning had been the first 
time James had been able to get back to her for any significant 
length of time, and her halfheartedly claiming to be okay 
seemed to have been enough to placate him. 

So, when Cathe arrived in the training yard right after 
Eirika had finished an awkward breakfast, it was somewhat 
of a relief. Suddenly, the day looked to be a bit warmer and 
brighter in more ways than one. Maybe she could escape. 
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Eirika stood up off her bench hoping that Cathe would notice 
her there, hoping that she was even looking for her to begin 
with. James stood up as well and muttered something under 
his breath that Eirika didn’t bother listening to. Cathe, sighing 
at her surroundings, looked out across the yard and finally 
found them. Her walk grew more purposeful as she sped up 
her pace to make it across the yard. 

She marched straight up to Eirika. “I got you out of your 
time out,” she said, ignoring James entirely, “Not that it 
amounts to much. We’re heading to the west market in Lord 
Fetson’s territory. We’ll stay there a couple nights, then head 
back to the capital. If you do well, I might be able to get my 
father to finally bring you into the loop. So, play nice this time, 
will you? Don’t give me such a hard time.” She cocked her 
head, but then gave Eirika a serious look. “Because when we 
get back, that’s when the real work starts. Just six more days, 
assuming everything goes well.” She gestured for Eirika to 
follow her. “Come on. The ride’s going to take all day.” 

Eirika looked bothered, but James cut in before she could 
voice it. “What makes you presume to give Eirika orders?” He 
stepped right up to Cathe, shielding Eirika behind him. 
“We've just now gotten her accustomed to Lord Cardarrian’s 
methods, and now you mean to pluck her away? I don’t want 
your influence rubbing off on her.” 

Cathe rolled her eyes so hard her whole head went with 
them. “I don’t presume to do anything, your lord does. And I 
know how much you love following orders, so why don’t you 
just sit down.” 

“It’s alright, James,” Eirika said softly, “I’m grateful for 
everything you've done for me. We can spend more time 
together when I get back.” Cathe shot James a look of feigned 
pity. 

James went silent for a moment before relenting. “If that’s 
what you wish.” He bowed his head to Eirika. “Keep in mind 
what I've taught you, and you ought to be fine. I look forward 
to seeing you upon your return.” He gave her a genuine smile. 
“Farewell for now.” 

He turned and walked back into the barracks. Eirika 
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watched him leave before turning to Cathe, who smiled and 
let out a sigh of relief. Eirika didn’t return the expression. “I 
need you to understand that I’m not going with you for your 
father’s sake. I’m doing it for you.” Cathe put a hand on her 
chest and pretended to be touched. “And for my own 
purposes.” 

Cathe shrugged. “What difference does it make? You’re 
doing what he wants either way. I’ve got no reason to tell him 
why.” 

“And what if I stop telling people how great he thinks he 
is?” Cathe just shrugged again. 

Eirika sighed in defeat, and Cathe cocked her head away 
from the barracks before starting to walk. With some effort, 
Eirika followed behind, her cloak over her shoulders. 

“You looked like you were having a miserable time with 
our friend back there,” Cathe said with a smirk as they 
approached the corner of the keep. “Have you finally grown 
some sense?” 

Eirika looked down. “I don’t know.” She shook her head. 
“T feel like I’d be failing him if I gave up now.” 

Cathe scowled. “Hey! Cheer up, will you?” she said, 
smacking Eirika on the shoulder. “I can’t stand seeing you all 
depressed like this.” 

“Yl feel better once we’re out on the road,” Eirika said, “I 
don’t like what this place does to me.” Cathe nodded, looking 
sympathetic but not entirely content. 

Being around Cathe seemed to work, though, as Eirika 
couldn’t help but smile and breathe easy. Out ahead of them 
on the front end of the castle yard were their two kats. Cathe 
had her usual black one, of course, who looked happy to see 
her, and she’d even managed to get Eirika the same white one 
she’d had on their previous trip. 

They made their way over to the kats, which already had 
their supplies attached, and untied them from their posts. 
Eirika hopped up onto hers with ease, but Cathe winced as 
she pulled herself up. Once she was firm in her saddle, she 
grabbed her right shoulder and wrung it out for a few 
seconds to bring down the pain. Eirika looked at her with 
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concern, but she set her kat off toward the gate before Eirika 
could get anything out. 

Eirika followed Cathe over and out through the gate to the 
city, Cathe pulling her hood up over her head and Eirika 
quickly following suit. Cathe slowed down to let Eirika ride 
alongside her as the kats sauntered down the central street. 
“Ym not used to just riding out in the open here,” she 
remarked to herself. 

Eirika smiled at her, but Cathe was still staring out ahead. 
Her smile dropped, and she took one last look around the city 
street. She looked at the watchmen, the civilians, and 
everything else she was riding away from. Nothing had 
changed. Then she looked up at the sky from which hung 
only a few wispy clouds so far, and her face hardened with 
determination as she turned to face down the gate ahead of 
them. 

It wasn’t long before they closed in on the open iron gate 
at the bottom of the hill. There was enough traffic heading in 
and out of the city that the guards couldn’t afford to keep it 
closed, but they nonetheless kept a keen eye out for anything 
suspicious. Thankfully, there weren’t so many people that 
Eirika and Cathe had to slow down as they approached the 
city exit. Cathe gave the man to her left a mocking look as she 
passed, and he gave her a dirty one in return. Previously, 
Eirika might’ve smiled at the guard in a meager attempt at 
mitigating Cathe’s mockery, but instead she shot him a look 
of disdain, reserving her smile for Cathe when she looked 
back in her direction. 

Outside, the roads were busy, though mostly with people 
traveling between the western and northern roads. Even with 
enough traffic to keep the gate open, it wasn’t at all like it was 
around other large cities, and the road south wasn’t too 
cramped either. The roads north and west, though, were like 
a confused river of people flowing in both directions at once, 
and it wasn’t long before Eirika and Cathe reached the heavy 
traffic of the intersection. Cathe scowled as she was forced to 
slow down and maneuver around the other travelers, but 
Eirika was perfectly content with being patient. With effort, 
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they reached the western side where Cathe led Eirika off the 
road to keep outside the crowd. 

For once, though, they stayed close to the road itself, and 
Eirika was able to watch the other travelers as they rode along 
in both directions. Many of them were merchants, but there 
were some casual travelers too. She spent only a few 
moments observing them, though, before turning to Cathe. 

“How’s your arm?” she asked, “I saw you wincing back 
there. Are you feeling alright?” 

Cathe blinked. “It’s fine,” she answered dismissively. 
Eirika gave her a sympathetic smile, but then she noticed the 
slight bruise on Cathe’s cheek, and her look turned to one of 
concern. Seeing this, Cathe sighed and shook her head. “It’s 
just from all the training, it’s fine. This stuff happens.” She 
turned away and clicked her tongue. “Why’s it getting so 
hard to lie to you?” she said under her breath, staring out into 
the distance. “To be honest, I’m just as glad to be out of there 
as you are.” 

“Listen to me, Cathe.” Eirika grew firm. “He’s got no right 
to make you feel that way, and he’s certainly got no right to 
hurt you like that.” Cathe was visibly frustrated but just kept 
looking forward. “I don’t care how he justifies it, and I don’t 
care how you do, either.” 

“No!” Cathe glared right at Eirika. “You don’t get to do 
that. You don’t get to decide what’s okay for me. I do.” 

“Well, is it?” 

Cathe gritted her teeth, and the ferocity in her glare 
shocked Eirika into shrinking back. And there was that 
shimmering again. The fire in Cathe’s eyes danced off them 
and about the edge of her frame before she softened, and it 
vanished. 

“Sorry,” Eirika said, blinking to push the shimmer out of 
her mind, “You're right.” 

Cathe shook her head. “No, I shouldn’t have snapped.” 
Her expression was still bitter, though. “You were right 
before about the succession. He pushes me so hard because he 
wants me to be a good spy, a good fighter, a good ruler, a 
good everything.” She waved her hand around. “The best in 
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the kingdom, he says.” She spoke quietly, and her bitterness 
subsided. “He’s my father. I guess that’s just what love is. He 
wants what’s best for me, and he’s always been the kind of 
person who’ll do anything and everything to get what he 
wants.” Eirika nodded along but frowned and remained 
silent. “He said he wants me to reach my true potential. It 
makes as much sense to me as anything else. I’ve got to have 
every advantage I can get, and if that means it’s got to hurt, 
then so be it. The world’s a painful place.” 

“It doesn’t have to be,” Eirika said quietly, looking at her 
lap. 

Cathe turned to Eirika, and their eyes locked. “I wish I 
could just believe stuff like that.” She turned back forward. 
“But you’re wrong.” 

Eirika didn’t say anything to that. For a couple minutes, 
they rode on in silence, the crowd next to them having paid 
no heed to their conversation. They all had their own business 
to attend to. Eirika and Cathe rode faster than most of the 
other travelers but not so fast as they often did when riding 
over wilder terrain. The silence was awkward. They both 
avoided the other’s gaze and refused to show any emotion. 

Finally, Eirika had to say something. “Cathe...” She 
hesitated a moment. “I know how it feels.” Cathe swallowed 
to hide her sadness. “I know what it’s like to be hurt by 
someone who’s supposed to care about you. It sticks with you, 
and I don’t want you to have to feel that your whole life.” 
Cathe just nodded. “And you know, I think you’d be a lot 
better at his job than he is.” Eirika tried her best to smile and 
bring up the mood. 

Cathe grew a slight smile. Then, slowly, she started 
laughing. “Is that right?” 

“Of course!” Eirika’s smile came easy now. 

“Demanding people’s respect is a lot harder than ignoring 
their disrespect.” She sighed as her laughter died down. “I'd 
really rather stick to the way things are, but I’ve got to face 
my responsibilities sooner or later.” 

“Maybe you could find someone else to do it. Be a spy for 
them.” Eirika gave her a sly look. 
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Cathe laughed again. “Now there’s a nasty thought.” 

She stared blank faced out ahead, and then her lips pursed 
up. She cleared her throat and side eyed Eirika, who frowned 
at her sudden change in expression. Just as quickly, her eyes 
grew wide and her smile shot back onto her face. 

“Hey!” she said quickly, “You’ve never been to the west 
market, have you?” 

“Nope!” Eirika responded cheerfully, her worry forgotten. 

“Then what’s wrong with you?” Cathe asked, “Why aren’t 
you more excited? You get to harass more people into 
improving themselves!” Eirika snorted out her laughter. 
“Let’s make this trip a fun one. Please? Lady Eirika and Cathe 
the cynic having fun together. Anything’s possible!” 

Eirika threw a fist in the air. “That’s the spirit!” She let out 
a sigh. “Thanks.” 

She snapped the reins, and for once, Cathe was the one 
who had to fight to keep up. As there were offshoots to the 
south of the dirt road, they rode far to its north, but even so, 
some of the other travelers turned to watch the two speed by. 
Neither of them minded, though, as they were too busy with 
each other. Cathe’s kat was the faster one, but she played easy 
letting Eirika keep ahead of her by just a hair. Eirika looked 
back to see the devious grin on Cathe’s face, and she grinned 
right back before turning forward and narrowing her eyes in 
determination. 

The sun was shining bright and high overhead, and even 
though a few clouds were drifting in, the day was still warm. 
Even the wind rushing against them brought little more than 
a hint of cool. The vibrant reds, oranges, and yellows covering 
the land around them added even more to their bright mood. 
It all rushed past quickly, the grass and the trees, and the day 
went by before they could process it. Some of the other 
travelers had stopped on the side of the road to rest, eat, and 
talk, and they looked on in awe as Eirika and Cathe rushed 
past them. 

As the morning turned to afternoon and then to evening, 
the road turned northwest, and the sky turned more and 
more white. The two had slowed down by this point, their 
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excitement having subsided, but they kept up a quick enough 
pace to reach their destination before it got to be too late. Sure 
enough, just as the sun reached the western horizon and the 
sky turned orange, the river and its city appeared, a dense 
forest spreading out to the north and east just beyond. 

Artificial stone cliffs split the river right where it hit the 
city, forming a small lake to its east and separating it into two 
distinct rivers surrounding the city on its north and south 
sides. Like in the east market, there were no walls, but here 
the rivers functioned as such. There didn’t seem to be any sort 
of uniform structure, material, or placement to any of the 
buildings. They were made of brick, stone, or wood and came 
in all sorts of colors, shapes, and sizes. Eirika’s face turned 
bright and cheery as the details of the town came into view, 
and she turned to see Cathe wearing a relaxed smile as well. 

As they approached the city, they drew closer to the road, 
reaching its edge right as they came across all the scattered 
little shopping stalls that lined their side of the lake and the 
southern river. The stalls lined the sides of the road as well 
and stretched out quite a way into the field. There were food 
and drinks of all sorts as well as an assortment of little art 
pieces and trinkets, all things the townsfolk were eager to 
show off to travelers passing through. Multicolored cloth 
coverings shaded many of the stalls while others were wide 
out in the open. The sky was cloudy, but with no rain and 
little wind, they would all do fine. 

Pedestrians wandered between the stalls, leaning over at 
the baubles and tasting the food as they pleased. They were 
just as scattered as the stalls themselves, some of them 
conversing with each other or the shop owners, others racing 
back and forth between as many places as they could visit in 
as little time as possible. Some of them had brought children 
along whose energy and excitement easily eclipsed that of 
their guardians. Almost everyone was smiling, though, 
regardless of age. 

Eirika smiled too as she and Cathe passed them by. She sat 
relaxed and relieved to find a place where the people seemed 
to be enjoying themselves for once. Cathe looked over at her 
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and smiled too, a soft smile that she didn’t wear often. They 
both kept on smiling all the way to the large stone bridge over 
the river. 

Across the bridge and into the town proper, the mood was 
much the same. The shopping stalls continued well into the 
town, and on many of the buildings were hung shop signs 
right above the doors. Although the buildings weren’t as 
uniform as they’d been in some of the other cities she’d 
visited, they also weren’t nearly so scattershot as they would 
have been in a smaller village. Dirt and dust were everywhere 
as the roads were no more than dirt themselves, but no one 
seemed to mind. 

There was so much activity all around them even at sucha 
late hour: pedestrians, riders, and kats without riders. The 
sun finally departing over the horizon gave way to 
streetlamps and window lights preserving the orange glow in 
the blue moonlit night that the sunset had left behind. 

Eirika’s smile grew even more and her eyes widened with 
excitement as she looked out ahead. Just a block and a half 
away, there was a dip in the road where a little stream from 
the lake flowed right through the town, and then a couple 
blocks after that, there was another. Each had a small wooden 
bridge over it, and a couple of kids were splashing about next 
to the closer one. Eirika turned to Cathe. 

“Everyone looks so happy here,” she said, clenching her 
fists in front of her chest, “I’m glad there’s at least one town in 
the kingdom where things are going well. We could learn a 
thing or two from these people.” 

Cathe bit the side of her lip. “Let’s have a good time then. I 
know a place nearby. The bartender’s used to seeing my face, 
so I’m sure yours won’t be too much of a shock.” 

Eirika nodded, then looked around again. “What’s the 
difference here? What's their secret? Do you know?” 

Cathe shrugged. “This place used to be a lot more like the 
east market, but I guess the big merchant companies here got 
too big for their own good. They all fell apart just recently, 
one after the other.” Eirika raised an eyebrow, but she kept 
listening. “Now it’s just a bunch of small timers running their 
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little shops. I guess the people like it better that way.” 

“They all failed?” Eirika asked incredulously, “That 
doesn’t make any sense. What happened?” 

“TY’'ve been too busy to look into it, bigger fish to fry and 
all.” Cathe lowered her voice. “Besides, my father wants to 
keep on good terms with Fetson. Spying on his people more 
than we have to might not be the best idea.” She scanned the 
various people nearby as they crossed the bridge over the 
stream. “I’ve only heard one rumor. Some people seem to 
think Fetson sent in his own spies to sabotage them. Like he 
got worried about how much power they’d been taking for 
themselves.” 

Eirika studied her face. “But you don’t agree with that?” 

Cathe shook her head. “Fetson’s not the type. He’s never 
cared about anything that happens out here. I doubt he even 
knows how this town operates from all the way out west in 
his oceanside keep.” She sighed. “No, I think it’s more likely 
they just got too big and couldn’t hold themselves up 
anymore. You can’t expect these people to maintain any kind 
of power structure with such abysmal feudal governance.” 

“T don’t know about that,” Eirika said as Cathe led her 
around a corner, “It sounded like the merchant companies in 
the east market consolidated their power by keeping their 
workers dependent on them.” 

“Well regardless, that sort of thing doesn’t happen here 
anymore.” Cathe did her best to mimic Eirika’s signature 
cheery smile, but it ended up looking unnatural. 

Eirika laughed at her attempt. “That’s good, and if you’re 
not going to look into it, I will.” 

Cathe looked unamused by Eirika’s mocking laughter. 
“Why bother with the bourgeoisie when the nobility is what’s 
ruining the kingdom?” 

Eirika rolled her eyes. “Why get all fancy about it when 
you can just call them company owners like a normal 
person?” 

“VIL call them whatever I want,” Cathe said in an 
over-the-top singsong voice. 

Eirika threw up her hands. “Fine,” she said, “But you’re 
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not going to stop me from looking for an abuse of power. I 
don't care what kind of power it is. You of all people should 
know that.” 

“Well! Would you look at that!” Cathe suddenly exclaimed, 
gesturing out ahead of them with both hands. “Time for you 
to turn off for a few seconds so we can actually enjoy 
ourselves.” 

Eirika peered out ahead and found what Cathe was 
pointing at, a little one-story stone building whose front had 
been painted black and above whose door hung a wooden 
sign featuring a young woman dancing and juggling knives. 
A couple patrons entered the place as Eirika watched, but not 
before being checked by a muscular, short haired woman. 
Eirika turned back to Cathe and gave her a knowing smile. 
“Alright. You win. Let's just relax for the evening.” 

Cathe clenched her fist in triumph. There was a kat pen 
just past the little tavern on the opposite side of the road, and 
as they passed by the bouncer on their way there, Cathe 
pulled off her hood and nodded at her. The woman nodded 
back but didn’t say anything, and her face remained stern and 
stoic. 

Before they even reached the pen itself, Cathe hopped 
down from her kat and walked him the last few feet, but 
Eirika stayed mounted on hers for the rest of the way before 
gently climbing down. Cathe paid the young woman in front 
of the pen a handful of coins, and she nodded and took their 
kats without saying a word. Then without missing a beat, she 
jogged back over to the tavern, and Eirika had to quick turn to 
catch up with her in time to make it through the door behind 
her, the bouncer not so much as turning her head to 
acknowledge them. 

The room was dark and moody with just enough lamp 
light to see by. The walls, floors, and tables were all painted 
different colors that diluted the orange light of the lamps. At 
the same time as the mood and colors sunk in, the music did 
too. The whole left half of the room was open, and at the far 
end was a small stage where a man and woman were 
performing a duet. They sang their silly comedic love song in 
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alternating lines, playing off each other with their voices and 
their lutes. 

Eirika lowered her hood and examined the room as Cathe 
watched to see how she’d react to the place. The patrons were 
in constant motion, whether walking across the room, 
dancing in the open space in front of the musicians, or just 
talking to one another in an animated manner. As such, Eirika 
and Cathe wouldn’t be able to stand still at the door for too 
long. When Cathe had finally grown impatient, she tapped 
Eirika on the shoulder and led her over to the bar. 

“Hey look!” the bartender shouted in their direction before 
they’d even had a chance to reach her. “It’s my queerest 
customer.” Her short hair wasn’t unlike that of the bouncer. 
Though she wasn’t quite as muscular, and her face was softer. 
“And she’s attracted another one. The more the merrier, I 
say!” The patrons around her cheered and held up their 
drinks even though they clearly didn’t understand what they 
were cheering for. 

“Why’ve you got to do me dirty like that, Charlie?” Cathe 
retorted as she swung into her seat at the bar. “Can’t a couple 
of weirdos just live in peace for once?” 

“You've come to the wrong place for that,” Charlie said 
while Eirika climbed into the seat next to Cathe. 

Cathe pretended to groan. “Just get us something good, 
will you?” She threw some coins onto the counter. 

“Tll have water to drink, please,” Eirika chimed in, “But 
feel free to get me whatever food is your favorite.” She smiled 
at Charlie. 

“Well, I see someone knows how to be polite,” Charlie 
responded, “I don’t know how you put up with this one.” She 
tilted her head at Cathe. 

Eirika just laughed, and Charlie walked away to find some 
meals for them. “So?” Cathe said, “Is this place going to get 
you to loosen up or what?” 

Eirika smiled wide. “I’ve got to admit you’re a real talent 
at finding good entertainment.” 

The two listened to the performers for a few minutes as 
they played their light, quick, upbeat music. It wasn’t always 
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easy to make out the lyrics over the chatter, but Cathe 
consistently laughed whenever she heard a_ particularly 
bawdy line. And she seemed to hear every single one. Eirika 
relaxed into the tune and chuckled alongside her companion. 

Soon Charlie returned with their meals, spiced meat cut 
into small slices along with vegetables covered in a thick 
sauce. Cathe got some dark purple and strong-smelling drink, 
while Eirika got the water she’d requested. Her eyes went 
wide as she looked at her meal. “Thank you very much!” She 
sounded quite impressed. 

Charlie beamed, then looked at Cathe and tapped on the 
counter. “Learn from this one,” she said before turning to a 
couple other patrons. 

Cathe rolled her eyes as she chugged down her first drink, 
but she smiled at Eirika nonetheless. Then she looked at 
Eirika’s meal, and her smile turned into a smirk. “Water. You 
only ever drink water. ‘I’ll have a water, please.’” She 
snickered and waved her hands about. 

“Tf you insist,” Charlie said, reaching for Cathe’s drink. 

Cathe snarled and hissed at her, and Charlie burst into a fit 
of laughter before walking away. Then Cathe chugged half 
her drink and smacked the glass back down on the counter. 
“So, what's up with that, huh?” 

“Water's what's best for me,” Eirika said simply, “Not that 
Ihave a problem with your drinking habits.” 

“You only ever do what’s best for you,” Cathe mocked, 
“You've got to stop that.” 

Eirika smiled to herself at having riled Cathe up, and she 
took a bite of her meat. “Wow!” she exclaimed, forgetting the 
previous subject. “This is excellent. Better than the food at 
your father’s place, even.” 

Cathe snorted out a laugh. “No kidding. My father’s got 
no taste.” She suddenly looked surprised she’d said that out 
loud. 

Eirika laughed along with her. “You clearly don’t take 
after him there.” 

“You don’t have to tell me,” Cathe responded, relaxing a 
bit. 


234 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


They dug into their food and forgot about most everything 
else around them. Cathe scarfed hers down as fast as she 
could while Eirika took her time, savoring every bite. Cathe 
went through multiple drinks including a water Charlie 
insisted on bringing her, but she still finished first. In her 
resulting state, she didn’t mind being patient since the other 
patrons were so fun to watch, and the music was still playing. 

She rocked her body back and forth along with the slower 
tune. When Eirika swallowed her last vegetable, she looked 
up and smiled at Cathe’s rhythmic swaying. Cathe smiled 
back at her, and Eirika started nodding her head along to the 
music as well. They both chuckled at each other and calmed 
down. 

“Agh!” Cathe said, suddenly growing annoyed, “I’ve got 
to do my, my thing early in the morning. Why do I have to 
make these appointments at the worst times?” She brought a 
hand to her forehead and shook her head. 

“Are you ready to find a place to sleep, then?” Eirika 
asked. 

Cathe tapped hard on the counter a few times, and Charlie 
sighed and walked over. “Spare room’s open, right?” Cathe 
asked before Charlie had even reached her. 

“And what if it isn’t?” Charlie didn’t look particularly 
amused. 

“It is. Good.” Cathe dropped some more coins on the 
counter, and Charlie begrudgingly swept them up before 
grabbing a key out of a back drawer and sliding it to Cathe. 

“Ym sorry for imposing on you,” Eirika told her, “I hope 
it’s okay. We can find someplace else if it’s not.” 

“It's okay, sweetie.” Charlie gave Eirika a warm smile, 
then shot Cathe a playfully angry look and walked away. 

Cathe waved the key in Eirika’s face, then fell out of her 
chair and started walking around the other patrons toward 
the open floor. Eirika spun around and followed her, noticing 
for the first time the door in the back-left corner of the room. 
As soon as the two were out onto the open floor, the 
musicians started up a new tune, a faster paced dance song, 
and a bunch of other patrons cheered and walked up onto the 
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floor to dance along. 

Cathe stopped for a moment to give the musicians a 
two-handed point and a wink, then slid forward across the 
smooth wooden floor with her hands in the air. Eirika 
laughed, and she did a little spin, her cloak flying out in all 
directions around her. The other dancers nearby cheered her 
on, and Cathe cracked up, tripping into the doorway ahead of 
her. Eirika jogged over to her and patted her on the shoulder, 
then they both started laughing even more as they entered the 
hallway. 

The dark hallway led back a short distance, then turned a 
corner to the right and continued to the other end of the 
building. The two stumbled down the hallway to the very end, 
still laughing as they passed by a couple doors and arrived at 
the last one on the left. Once Cathe had opened the door, they 
finally sighed and calmed down. 

“See?” Eirika said as she threw off her cloak and sword. 
“These people have got it figured out. They must have.” The 
room was small with a small bed, a table with an unlit lamp, 
and not much else. The only light shone in through a window 
from one of the lamps outside. 

Eirika kept talking as she undressed with Cathe too drunk 
to watch her. “A place like this only comes along when the 
people work together.” Now in her underclothes, she sat 
down on the bed with her legs crossed. She was lost in her 
own speculation, not paying attention as Cathe clumsily 
undressed as well. “I’m telling you. We can learn from this. 
We can—” She cut herself off. “Sorry. Sorry. Turning back off.” 

Cathe was sitting on the opposite side of the bed, and for 
the first time, Eirika looked over at her. To her surprise, Cathe 
was watching her and listening intently. “Aren’t you going to 
tell me off?” 

Cathe closed her eyes and shook her head hard. “No, you 
be you. It’s charming.” She opened her eyes and looked right 
into Eirika’s, leaning toward her through the darkness 
between them. “I don’t believe it, but it feels good to hear it.” 

She leaned further and almost fell flat, but Eirika grabbed 
her shoulder and pulled her back up. Grabbing Eirika’s arm, 
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she pulled her feet up onto the bed and scooted across to her, 
leaning on her and doing what she could to maintain eye 
contact. Still holding onto Cathe’s shoulder, Eirika gave her a 
patronizing grin. “Why don’t you hold that thought for when 
you're sober?” 

Cathe let go and fell back onto the pillows. “You're right. 
What am I thinking?” Eirika just looked down at her as she 
looked up at the dark ceiling. “You're so pretty, though.” 

“Uh huh. You are too.” Eirika lied down next to her, stiff. 

“You're just too good for me.” She held up her hand, 
grasping at something invisible. “I’m glad I get to see 
something so pure in this world for once. I shouldn’t ruin you 
like I ruin other women.” 

Eirika laughed. “Ruin me? What are you-” Suddenly, she 
rolled onto her side and glared at Cathe. “Wait a second. Back 
in the east market, when you told me that if I were any other 
woman...” Cathe winced with embarrassment. “Oh, you 
clueless degenerate!” Eirika punched Cathe lightly in the 
shoulder. “You made me think there was something wrong 
with me!” She pulled her legs together tight. 

“Ow, no!” Cathe rubbed her shoulder, the same one that 
had already been sore. “I’m the one who’s got something 
wrong with me.” 

Eirika turned over to face away from her. “Yeah? Well, 
you don’t have to worry. I’m as ruined as you are, and I’m no 
less pure for it in your eyes.” 

“Wait, what?” 

“Goodnight, Cathe.” She struggled her way under the 
blankets, then closed her eyes, relaxing and breathing slowly. 
She couldn’t help but grow a slight smile, though, as Cathe 
lay silent behind her. 
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17 
THE COLOR OF BLOOD 


Charlie stood hunched over with bags under her eyes, but 
she still had enough energy to give Cathe the side eye as she 
and Eirika walked back out through the tavern the next 
morning. The place was empty but a mess, its tables out of 
place and leftover food scattered about. She grunted, 
desperate to clean it up as quickly as possible so she could 
move on to other business. 

“At least she’s learned how to be quiet,” she muttered to 
herself without looking at them. 

“Did somebody say something?” Cathe asked the air 
around her. 

Eirika tilted her head back at Charlie. “I doubt she’s 
learned anything,” she said, “But she blew her chance to try, 
so who knows?” 

Charlie burst into uproarious laughter. “Oh, thank you! 
Thank you for making my morning, uh...” 

“The ghost of Lady Eirika!” Eirika smiled and did a fancy 
little wave as she and Cathe walked out the door and shut it 
behind them. 

Cathe raised her eyebrows at Eirika. “Are you satisfied 
with yourself?” 

“Very much so, yes.” Eirika grinned ear to ear. 

“That’s good.” Cathe chuckled, then she covered her eyes 
with her hand, laughing under her breath. “Ugh,” she said, 
dragging her hand down her face, “I slept too long, and this 
headache isn’t helping either.” The sky was gray, but enough 
muted light shone through to make it well past dawn. Eirika 
gave her a smile and a tilt of the head. “You have no idea how 
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much time and effort it took to get Fetson’s people to even 
come out this far east. I can’t miss my chance to...” Her gaze 
dropped for a moment, and then she glanced around the area 
before looking back at Eirika, her smile having vanished. 
“You know, spread our influence. You’re going to start your 
little investigation, I take it?” She changed the subject a bit too 
quickly. 

“Yep,” Eirika said, infecting Cathe with her smile, 
“Whatever's going on in this town, it’s got to be something 
useful.” 

Cathe nodded. “Best of luck, then” she said, backing away 
from Eirika and down the dirt road. “You probably won’t see 
me again until tomorrow. Sorry.” She shrugged. 

“No worries.” Eirika bit her lips. “Hey, Cathe?” Cathe 
slowed to a stop. “Thanks for letting me in on what little you 
can.” 

Cathe averted her gaze. “Yeah.” She turned around and 
started jogging away, giving a quick shy wave over her 
shoulder as she went. 

Eirika watched her run off down the road and into an alley 
to get away from the crowd, and she brought a thumb to her 
chin and pursed her lips beneath her fist. Pedestrians passed 
on the street in front of her, but she paid them no mind. After 
a few seconds of standing there, she turned back and looked 
at the door behind her where Charlie was no doubt still 
working, but then she dismissed it and turned back forward. 

As she started out onto the road, the locals walking past 
shot her quick glances. She was wearing her cloak with the 
hood down and the front open. While they might’ve been 
surprised at first, none of the other pedestrians gave her 
suspicious looks, and none of them tried to avoid her. Some 
of them even smiled at her as they went about their business. 
She made sure to smile back at every one of them. 

It only took her a few minutes to make her way back to the 
busier part of town; she only had to follow the locals and the 
decorations. Every building big and small was lined with 
bright pictures. Stalls were lined up in front of the buildings, 
and shoppers were lined up in front of the stalls. The locals 
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wore simple clothes that commoners could afford, but they 
were showier than in most parts of the kingdom. Even some 
of the kats wore colorful garments. They liked to look fancy. 
They also liked to be out and about at all hours of the day, it 
seemed. 

At least Eirika could maneuver around them here, though. 
She wandered along the street, looking closely at all the street 
vendors to see if anything stood out. Although it was all very 
eccentric and boisterous, nothing was particularly out of place. 
Or perhaps it was just difficult to find such a thing amongst 
all the noise and variety. Customers chatted idly with the 
shopkeepers without a care for how long anyone took to shop, 
and those just walking down the street all had their little 
groups to occupy them. It was hard to find anywhere to start 
an investigation, anyone to question. 

Eventually, though, she spied a tiny little stall off at the 
edge of all the shops. It served hot sandwiches, and there was 
only a single customer eating a sandwich and chatting with 
the owner. To its side opposite the other shops stood a large 
brick building with a simple painting of a bed above its door, 
and a few people walked out from inside as she watched. 
Eirika smiled then made her way through the crowds of 
people and around the other nearby shops to the open space 
in front of the little sandwich stall. The owner and her 
conversation partner in turn spotted her as she approached. 
They both nodded to her and smiled. 

“Those look good,” Eirika said, pointing at one of the 
sandwiches, “Did you make them yourself?” 

“Certainly did!” the owner said, puffing up her chest. She 
was rather young for a proprietor of her own little shop, and 
she had a spring to her every movement. 

As Eirika pulled out a few coins Cathe had given her from 
one of her pouches, the other customer chimed in. “I hope 
you've had a pleasant stay in our town so far.” The owner 
took the coins, smiling as she handed Eirika the sandwich 
she’d pointed out. “If you need a place to sleep, I work at the 
shelter next door.” He gestured to the brick building. “No 
more coin than you can afford. You look like you’re an 
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awfully long way from home if you don’t mind me saying.” 

“Not at all.” Eirika beamed at the man. “But I’m closer 
than you might think.” She glanced over at the shelter and 
smiled. “I’m glad you have the resources to maintain a shelter 
like that. Can you really afford to let just anyone use it?” The 
man nodded. “Wow! It looks like the west market’s doing 
quite well for itself. Any tips you can give me?” She took a 
bite out of her sandwich and looked off to the side as she 
finished her question. 

The man gave her a sly smile. “That's our little secret.” 

“As if you even know,” the shopkeeper mocked, “The 
truth is none of us know how it all started, but now that the 
bad old companies are gone, our lord makes sure we all get 
all the resources we need.” She shrugged. “We're not 
complaining.” 

Eirika glanced back at her. “Fetson?” 

The sandwich maker and the shelter worker both cracked 
up, but Eirika, who was still looking out into the crowd, 
spotted something off on the opposite side of the road. In a 
thin alley straight across from the stall was an unfamiliar 
figure. Even though the woman wore a hood and covered the 
bottom half of her face with a black cloth mask, Eirika could 
still tell that she was staring straight at her. When the woman 
saw Eirika return her gaze, she nodded. 

“No way,” the shopkeeper said, still laughing, “Fetson 
only sends his people out here for taxes and tribute.” 

“Yeah no. The Blue’s got nothing to do with him,” the 
customer added. 

Eirika glanced back at the two, then back across the road to 
find the mysterious woman walking away into the alley, 
almost out of view. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled over her 
shoulder, “I’ve got to go.” 

Without checking to see how they’d reacted, she bounded 
away from the stall and out into the road. Weaving around 
the locals, it wasn’t the simplest thing to make it across to the 
alley on the opposite side. It didn’t take long, but with the 
people blocking her view, she lost sight of the woman by the 
time she made it over. Nonetheless, she ran between the 
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buildings, chasing the emptiness and keeping her eyes peeled. 

As she passed by an adjoining back alley, she heard a voice, 
and she skidded to a stop. At first, she couldn’t make out any 
words, but she sighed with disappointment when she could 
tell it was deep and gruff. Regardless, she turned back and 
walked around the corner. “I’m sick of your excuses. I’ve 
been far too generous already, and all you’ve done is leech 
and leech like the parasite you are.” 

There were two men standing straight ahead of her. The 
one speaking was tall and muscular, and the one cowering 
away from his fists was thin, young, and bruised all over his 
face. “I don’t suppose either of you has seen another woman 
come by here,” Eirika said, sauntering toward them. 

The larger man turned to glare at Eirika, and the other one 
took that as his chance to run away, or rather limp away, in 
the opposite direction. His attacker scowled and turned to 
chase after him, but Eirika leapt out of her walk and sprinted 
past him before he could take more than a step. She blocked 
his way, arms spread out to her sides. 

“Now why would you want to hurt someone like that?” 
she said as if she’d just strolled over. 

“You're with the Blue, aren’t you?” he said. Eirika raised 
an eyebrow. “I’m not afraid of you.” He pulled back a fist and 
punched hard, but Eirika caught it in her hand, holding it in 
place gently but firmly. The man’s eyes went wide. 

“Let's all just calm down,” Eirika said, bringing his fist 
down to waist level. “Breathe.” 

Over the man’s shoulder, she saw a figure round the 
corner. It was the hooded and masked woman who’d nodded 
at her on the road, the woman who was once again looking 
right at her. “Would you mind turning that man around for 
me, please?” the woman said. 

Eirika narrowed her eyes and looked her over. What little 
skin she could see was a light tan, and a thin strand of wavy 
orange hair fell forward in front of her hood. Her tight coat 
and pants were dark brown, common in every way except for 
the hood and the way they concealed a sheathed dagger at 
her hip. Eirika clenched her jaw at that, but nonetheless, she 
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grabbed the man by the shoulder and spun him around, 
holding him against her body. He was still shocked 
speechless. 

“The Blue has your face, abuser.” The woman spoke 
plainly, her smile having vanished for the moment. 

The attacker found his voice. “Let go of me, woman 

“He can go,” the masked woman said, “I know where he’s 
set up shop. We won’t let him hurt anyone else.” 

Eirika looked over her shoulder and saw that the other 
man was long gone before gently releasing her hostage. He 
stumbled around and pushed through her shoulder to get by. 
Letting her shoulder fall back and turning her head, she 
confirmed that he was too desperate to get away from his 
captors to search for the man he’d been harassing. When he 
was gone around a corner, she straightened out and faced the 
other woman head on. 

“T take it you’ve got something to do with the state of this 
town,” Eirika said. 

“T like to think I do my fair share.” Eirika could tell from 
her eyes that she was smiling. “The name’s Leah.” She 
nodded at Eirika. 

Eirika gave her a stiff nod in return. “I’m the ghost of Lady 
Eirika.” 

“We know who you are.” It was a friendly statement. “I 
apologize for the interruption, but it was interesting seeing 
how you react to that kind of situation.” 

“So, this was a test?” Eirika’s face soured. 

“No,” Leah said, “Just a fortunate coincidence. Follow me, 
please.” 

Leah gestured Eirika toward her and took a step away, but 
Eirika stayed put. “To where?” 

Leah stopped. “To the Blue.” She said it like it was 
obvious. 

Eirika stood her ground. “What's the Blue?” 

“They spearheaded all this.” She was perfectly content to 
be patient with Eirika. “They’d prefer to explain it in person. 
Don’t worry. We’re not out to hurt you.” 

Eirika stood silent for a moment then took a step in Leah’s 


la 
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direction. Once it was clear that Eirika was going to follow, 
Leah turned and led her back down the alley toward a 
different road from the one they’d been on before. “We have 
eyes on Cathe as well,” Leah commented as she lowered her 
hood and removed her mask, tucking it into her pocket. They 
emerged onto the busy road. 

“Your eyes ought to be careful with that one,” Eirika said, 
jogging up alongside Leah, “For their own sake.” 

“Oh, I know. Trust me. I know Cathe well enough for 
that.” She sounded bitter. “Now that we’ve got you, though, 
there’s no reason to bring her in. We’re just keeping an eye on 
her.” She let out a sharp breath. “I’d rather not talk to her 
anyway. I never would’ve thought she’d end up working for 
a lord, especially Cardarrian.” 

Eirika bit her lips, and after a few seconds her eyes lit up. 
“This might be a long shot, but do you happen to be... How 
did she put it?” She couldn’t help but smirk. “A merchant girl 
captivated by her irresistible allure?” 

Leah let out a bitter chuckle as they passed over one of the 
town’s many streams. It was the most emotion she’d shown 
since they’d met. “Of course, she’d say that. How many 
merchant girls has she had, anyway? I figured it was just like 
any other night for her.” Eirika tilted her head and smiled, but 
she ignored it. “Meanwhile, no one in my hometown wanted 
anything to do with me after that. Family, friends, nobody. 
But she didn’t stick around to see it.” 

Eirika’s smile faded. “I’m sorry.” 

Leah kept ignoring her. “Then again, if not for her I’d 
never have ended up here. And I’m better off without people 
who don’t respect me.” She still sounded bitter. “I guess I 
ought to be grateful.” 

Eirika tried to smile, “That’s the spirit,” she said, clenching 
her fist in a show of solidarity. 

“You are an odd one,” Leah said, smiling and relaxing, 
“Maybe Cathe deserves someone like you.” Eirika grinned 
right back at her. 

By this point, they’d made it to a less trafficked part of 
town where the buildings were mostly unmarked with titles 
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or advertisements, and Leah led Eirika over to the side of the 
road in a spot unoccupied by merchants or customers. 
Between two small wooden buildings, there was a passage 
just wide enough for one person at a time to enter. 
Nonetheless, Leah did so with relative ease, and Eirika 
followed behind her. Neither of them made any fuss about it, 
and none of the few people on the road looked at them twice. 

Within the cramped passage, they made their way back 
across the dirt ground to the gray stone wall of a taller and 
larger building ahead of them. The wooden building to their 
right leaned right up against this new stone one, but on their 
left, there was another bit of open space equally as cramped 
as the first. After rounding this corner, the passage led out to 
another empty road, but well before they reached it, they 
turned into an enclave on their right where they arrived at a 
dead end with stone walls on all three sides. 

The walls were cracked, and on the right wall, there was a 
crack perfectly vertical up from the ground and then 
horizontal across to the corner above their heads. They were 
subtler than the other cracks around them, but Eirika’s eyes 
focused in on them immediately. Within the door was a small 
irregular keyhole that looked more like a natural little hole in 
the wall. She turned and smirked at Leah who returned the 
expression and pulled out a simple key from one of her 
pockets. 

A latch clicked on the edge of hearing when she turned the 
key in its hole, and she leaned her shoulder against the stone 
door to shove forward. Even with all her might, it barely 
budged on her first push, and she scowled as she made to 
push it again. Seeing Leah’s strain and frustration, Eirika laid 
a palm on a spot near the center of the door and, in one 
smooth exhale, forced it forward. The whole thing moved 
only a short distance, but Leah still stumbled into it. She’d 
been about to push it herself. 

“Sorry,” Eirika said, rubbing her forehead. 

Leah shook her head. “Thank you. That thing’s always a 
problem, but then it wouldn’t be effective if it weren’t.” 

She stood up straight and stuck a finger in the little 


245 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


keyhole, sliding the door into the wall to its left just enough 
for the two of them to shimmy past. Thankfully, there was a 
handle cut out of the stone on the inside of the door, so Leah 
had a much easier time sliding it back into place and locking 
it with the twist of a little iron knob. 

After a small space of flat stone floor that was barely wide 
enough to stand on, there was a staircase straight down into 
the ground right in front of them. The ceiling was low, low 
enough that they had to bend their necks a bit to avoid 
bumping their heads on it as they descended. Soon though, 
the ceiling gave way and the underground room appeared 
before them. The floor was dirt, the walls were stone, and the 
ceiling was held up by thick wooden beams. 

The beams were decently strong, and a young man swung 
around one while crossing the room. A few more people 
moved about the room as well, carrying boxes around or 
looking through the wooden shelves that lined the walls. 
Each wall had an open doorway to another room, and next to 
each of them was a simple lantern. 

As Eirika stepped down onto the dirt floor, the young man 
who'd been in so much of a hurry spotted her and skidded to 
a halt. He looked her over for a moment before speaking. 
“Blue’s in the library,” he said to Leah, “Surprise, surprise. 
They'll be eager to meet you, Lady Eirika.” He smiled at 
Eirika, and she smiled back before he promptly got back to 
his work. 

Leah led Eirika through one of the side doors and into a 
hallway. The place was quite large, it seemed. Down the hall 
past a couple more doors and around a corner they came to 
an end where they entered a simple square room lined on all 
sides with bookshelves. The number of books was remarkable 
considering this wasn’t anywhere close to a noble keep or a 
capital library, and Eirika’s eyes lit up just looking at their 
spines. 

A book closed with a clap, and for the first time, Eirika saw 
past the shelves to the person standing in the opposite corner 
of the room. “Excellent!” they exclaimed, their kinky black 
hair and dark blue robe waving side to side as they shoved 
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their book back into its slot. They spun around on one foot 
and extended their arms, speaking in a voice both smooth and 
throaty. “Impeccable timing. I can hardly contain myself.” 

Eirika’s jaw shifted, and she clenched it shut. The top half 
of the Blue’s face was hidden behind a V shaped metal mask 
painted blue and pointed at the corners. All that was visible 
behind it were a pair of dark gray eyes with their slit pupils 
peering out at her. Their chin was sharply pointed, and their 
skin was as dark a brown as Cathe’s though without any of 
the green, the darker end of the kingdom’s typical spectrum. 
Their hands were all that stuck out from beneath their robe, 
thin but not delicate. 

“It’s a privilege to meet you,” Eirika said, bowing, “I’m— 

“The ghost of Lady Eirika, I’ve heard.” The Blue smiled 
wide and did a brief curtsy beneath their flowing robe. “They 
call me the Blue, but I’m sure you've heard that too.” 

Leah smirked. “You came up with that name.” The Blue 
waved a hand in a play act of dismissal, then walked over to 
where the two women stood. 

“T have heard,” Eirika said, “Everyone I’ve met in this 
town seems awfully grateful for your help. Everyone who 
doesn’t spend their time shaking people down, at least.” The 
Blue chuckled at the compliment. “I should apologize, though. 
When I heard people mention the Blue, I thought they were 
talking about the whole operation.” 

The Blue laughed. “Oh good! I wanted the name to refer to 
the group, but then everyone started using it on me. Some 
people even call me a lord.” They made a mock choking 
sound. “I guess it works to my advantage, though, the 
mysterious Blue force behind the operatives. Adds to the 
mystique.” They wiggled their fingers at the sides of their 
head. “The pronouns help too, but that was my choice. Once 
you let go of that ridiculous binary, no offense, people stop 
knowing what to make of you.” 

Eirika chuckled. “None taken. You know how to make an 
impact, at least. If you’re as good as I’ve heard, we ought to 
spread that impact to more than just one town.” 

The Blue’s eyes lit up. “My thoughts exactly!” They 
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clutched their fists in the air. “As a matter of fact, I first heard 
about you from...” They snapped their fingers and pointed at 
nothing. “The other half of the bruise.” Eirika raised an 
eyebrow, and Leah rolled her eyes. “Black,” they clarified, 
“Soren Black sent us a messenger. Sorry for the pun. He and 
his friends share the exact same sentiment.” 

Eirika’s smile grew wider. “They're growing their 
community. That’s great!” 

“Indeed, it is,” the Blue said, “A network like ours in the 
capital would be a fabulous idea. Maybe we could teach the 
Tenars a thing or two, eh? The Blacks certainly have an ally in 
me, as do you. I hope I have your trust as well?” 

“Absolutely,” Eirika said, but she held back. “As long as 
you keep using your power to help the people.” 

“Good, good. Hold me accountable.” The Blue turned 
around and gestured for Eirika to follow, which she did 
gladly. Leah laid back but kept close enough to listen. 

“Maybe you can help me understand better,” Eirika said as 
she followed them across the room, “What do you and your 
operatives do, exactly. And how did you get here? What 
exactly are you to this town?” 

The Blue paused for a moment. “We're regulators. 
Concerned citizens. Revolutionaries if you want to be 
dramatic about it.” They walked the rest of the way to the 
corner where they’d been standing when Eirika and Leah had 
first entered the room. Eirika stood next to them, and Leah 
leaned against one of the nearby bookshelves watching. “See, 
the old wisdom said that this town was built on competition. 
Competition drives us to greatness, et cetera, et cetera.” They 
shook their head. “All competition ever did was make us 
selfish. Even when the playing field was level, we only 
sabotaged ourselves, and the playing field was never level. By 
mere coincidence, the rich just kept getting richer as they 
exploited everyone else. Imagine that...” They trailed off and 
sighed. “Sorry, sorry. Leah always tells me how boring my 
lectures can get. I just can’t help but get caught up in all of it.” 

“No, no,” Eirika assured them, “T like it.” 

The Blue brightened back up. Behind Eirika, Leah let out a 
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strained sigh, but the other two ignored her. “Well, the wealth 
hoarders championing the old wisdom knew what they were 
doing, of course. They were already at the top, after all, the 
big merchants who owned the goods and the means and the 
labor of all the little people around them.” 

“That’s how the east market is now,” Eirika said, looking 
to the side and gritting her teeth. 

“T don’t doubt it. But it got even worse here. All those big 
merchants got together in secret, worked together to make 
sure they’d never lose their power. Behind closed doors, they 
started calling themselves the orange lords.” They pulled out 
an orange gold coin from some pocket within their robes and 
flipped it between their fingers for Eirika to see. “The vanity! 
Can you imagine?” 

“Maybe I can make this quicker.” Leah picked herself up 
and walked over to the other two. The Blue looked annoyed, 
but they let her continue. “Whoever this one was before all 
this started, they got it in their head to take the orange lords 
down, and by any means necessary. I was one of the first they 
found, but it wasn’t long before we’d made ourselves a little 
army. They’ve got a way of making us all feel more powerful 
than we think we are.” The Blue smiled warmly at Leah, and 
for a moment her guard dropped. “Anyway, we did it. We 
took this base from... someone who wasn’t around to use it 
anymore.” 

“And I take it all the funding you give to shelters...” Eirika 
said. 

The Blue nodded. “Reclaimed.” 

“We force the more successful merchant collectives help 
the less successful ones,” Leah explained, “It’s the only way 
everyone can eat. And they are collectives now, each member 
equal and amply compensated.” 

“Tf not for Fetson’s taxes and tributes, coin would be no 
more than a formality. Then we wouldn’t have to worry at 
all.” The Blue gazed off wistfully into the empty space. 

“Tf not for Fetson,” Leah reminded them. 

“Hmm.” Eirika pursed her lips and looked down. 
“Hopefully that part of the equation will get better soon, 
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but...” 

“That's right!” the Blue said, standing up straight, 
“Cardarrian. All I’ve ever heard about him is that he’s harsh, 
firm, and secretive.” They smiled like they’d made a joke. 
“But if you trust him then I’m inclined to as well.” 

Eirika shook her head. “I’m not so sure.” Leah and the 
Blue both listened intently. “He definitely wants to help the 
kingdom, whatever that means to him, but I’m not sure his 
kind of help is what the kingdom needs.” Her eyes dropped 
for a moment, but she picked herself back up. “Maybe he'll 
learn better once he sees how well the people here support 
each other. I can’t give up hope.” 

“Here’s to hoping,” the Blue said, giving her a sympathetic 
smile. “How about Cathe? Do you trust her?” 

“Yes,” Eirika said immediately and with confidence. 

“Glad to hear it,” the Blue replied. 

“T wouldn't disturb her though,” Eirika cautioned them, 
holding up her hands. Leah laughed quietly, and the Blue 
nodded. 

“Leah told me all about her,” the Blue said, “Our man is 
keeping his distance.” Eirika smirked at that. 

“The Blue knows what they’re doing,” Leah said, “I don’t 
know how, but they’ve always known what they’re doing. 
And their intentions have only ever been selfless.” 

“Stop that.” The Blue waved a hand. 

“Maybe it’s all these books you read,” Eirika suggested, 
brushing her hand across the spines beside her, “The stories 
you absorb are what make you who you are.” 

The Blue’s grin slowly grew. “They belong to all of us, you 
know. They didn’t come with the place.” Their eyes widened. 
“The whole reason I brought you over here!” Eirika raised her 
eyebrows as they yanked the book that they’d been reading 
back off the shelf. “Do you know what I was reading just 
when you arrived?” 

They held it up right in front of Eirika’s face, and she 
squinted to read the faded dusty letters that said Children’s 
Tales to Delight and Educate. A wide grin slowly formed on 
her face to match the Blue’s. “This is why you brought me 
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here?” she asked. They opened the book and flipped through 
the pages, settling on something about in the middle, and 
there it was. “The Story of Lady Eirika.” 

“So,” the Blue said, their whole body abuzz with energy, 
“Tell me about it.” 
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18 
GROWING ON HER 


This telling of the story wasn’t the original; no written 
story ever was. But it was old, over a hundred years old from 
the fragility and faded letters of the book. Beyond that, it was 
impossible to tell how old it was, and the Blue had no better 
guess than Eirika. Thankfully, the writing was still mostly 
legible even after all those years. 

This version went into much more detail about Eirika’s life 
than any modern telling, describing how as a girl, her father 
had tried his best to teach her good sense despite the intense 
love in her heart she’d inherited from her mother. The story 
called her love childishness, and she was a child after all. No 
such personality was given to the thief; the most said about 
him, he was a man here, was of the silver tongue he’d used to 
try and get out of his punishment, the silver tongue that 
reached Eirika despite all her father had taught her. The 
ending in which the good lord was forced by his own law to 
execute his only daughter was framed as the tragic but 
inevitable result of Eirika’s misplaced sympathies. 

Eirika’s eyes widened as she read, her mouth hanging 
agape. It was a story of compassion persevering through a 
malicious social structure and harsh circumstances to commit 
a single good act that made a whole short life worth living 
and dying. She told the Blue as much once she’d finished 
reading, and they talked at length about the art of storytelling 
and the equally high art of story listening. Leah sighed, rolled 
her eyes, and walked out when it was clear they were too 
engrossed in their conversation to get any work done. 

The day passed them by before Eirika had grasped that 
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any time had passed at all. She spent much of her time 
reading stories from the Blue’s library, taking care not to 
damage any of the books. That was easier with some of the 
old tomes than with others, but in the end no harm was done. 
Once she’d had her fill of fantasy, she wandered the 
underground base, offering to help any of the locals hard at 
work, although they largely had things covered on their own. 
The Blue’s people mostly used the place for record keeping 
and storage, but even that still occupied most of their time. 

At mealtimes, food was brought to the base from various 
outside shops and restaurants as per each worker and 
operative’s preference. For lunch, they asked Eirika what she 
wanted before heading out, but she only insisted they get her 
whatever wouldn’t be too much trouble or money. At dinner 
time, she followed the workers to a nearby restaurant and 
helped carry the food back, seeing how exceedingly well they 
got along with the business. 

She ended up sleeping at the base as well, and it wasn’t 
until after a late breakfast the next morning that she 
remembered Cathe needed to be able to find her. She said her 
brief farewells, thanking the Blue, Leah, and the others for 
their hospitality and service and promising she’d do what she 
could to further their cause. Then she left their operation 
behind and made her way back to the road. 

She wandered along the roads of the market town 
watching the pedestrians and admiring the results of the Blue 
and company’s work. The sky had mostly cleared up since the 
day before, and the sun’s yellow light brightened both 
Eirika’s mood and that of everyone around her. On her walk, 
she passed more shelters where she saw people leaving to get 
a start on their day, and they were as happy as anyone. Even 
the individual houses, when Eirika passed them, often housed 
multiple families each, and they conversed with each other as 
they made their way out and toward the center of town. 

She arrived at the busiest part of town alongside some of 
these families, where she noticed for the first time that 
customers paid only what they could afford for each of their 
purchases even though many of the shops prominently 


253 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


displayed standard prices. An outsider wouldn’t likely notice 
this, but the locals clearly knew the system. Some vendors 
even gave out necessities like food and clothes for free to 
customers who couldn’t afford to pay, and they did it with a 
smile. 

It was while she was observing one such giveaway that 
she heard a thump, and shocked voices rose behind her 
alongside a few small gasps. She turned to find Cathe 
crouched down at the side of a building with the crowd 
backing away in a circle around her. Eirika closed her eyes 
and tapped her forehead, and when she looked again, Cathe 
was already marching toward her, ignoring the gawking 
locals. 

“T’ve been looking all over for you,” Cathe said. Her breath 
was short and quick, and her eyes darted around the road. “I 
swear someone was following me yesterday. Have you seen 
anything suspicious?” She took another quick look back and 
forth. “I thought...” She was still scanning the place, but 
Eirika could tell now that she was trying more to avoid her 
gaze than anything else. 

“No, no! Everything’s fine. I’m safe. We’re both safe.” 
Eirika said, leaning back and holding her hands up in front of 
her. “Remember the investigation I was doing?” Cathe tilted 
her head and pursed her lips at her. “I was right, Cathe. A 
bunch of locals have been taking care of the town. That’s why 
it’s been doing so well.” She let out a chuckle and shook her 
head. “They just had someone keeping an eye on you. Good 
thing you didn’t find them, huh?” 

Cathe took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and nodded. “I 
was afraid...” She pulled herself up straight. “I was afraid I’d 
let you out of my sight for too long.” 

“That's very sweet of you.” Eirika smiled wide, and 
Cathe’s worry turned to annoyance. Then she relaxed, and 
they took a few steps down the road. 

“Tt really is the locals, huh?” Cathe smiled to herself and 
looked around the area again, this time taking things in. The 
gawking crowd had long since dispersed. “You never cease to 
amaze, you know that? I’m just surprised you didn’t have 
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anything to do with it. Here’s hoping it lasts more than a few 
more days.” Eirika opened her mouth but ended up rolling 
her eyes instead, and Cathe chuckled. “Anyway, I should 
apologize. We were supposed to leave for the capital early 
this morning so we could make it there by nightfall. I guess I 
should’ve told you that yesterday, but I figured you'd be back 
at Charlie’s last night.” 

Eirika shrugged. “So, what now?” 

“Ym up for camping out in the woods if you are. Get to the 
capital tomorrow morning?” 

Eirika’s eyes lit up. “Ooh! Like when we first met!” 

Cathe groaned. “Hopefully with less patronizing 
condescension this time.” She smirked through her feigned 
annoyance. 

Eirika pointed a finger in Cathe’s face. “That was a whole 
fortnight ago. You’re a changed woman now.” 

Cathe laughed. “Whatever you say. You ready to head out 
or what?” 

“Yl go find us some food.” 

Eirika craned her neck and looked around until her eyes 
settled on a stall selling a variety of skewers at the side of the 
road ahead of them. She jogged over to it, Cathe sauntering 
up behind her, and bought them a few skewers each of 
differing types. Thanking her, the proprietor handed her two 
complementary cups of water along with the food. Cathe 
downed hers in a single gulp, and seeing this, Eirika followed 
suit. She handed Cathe her food, and they turned to head 
back in the direction of Charlie’s bar and the nearby pen. 

Cathe had already finished her food when they arrived at 
the pen, but Eirika took hers one bite at a time. The man 
standing outside recognized the two as they approached and 
rushed in to get their kats after the briefest look from Cathe. 
Cathe tapped her foot as they waited, but she didn’t have to 
wait long. Once the kats were out and ready, Eirika climbed 
up carefully to avoid spoiling her remaining skewers, and 
Cathe climbed gently as well despite her food being long 
gone. She patted her kat’s head, and Eirika smiled at her as 
they started moving. For the first time, Cathe smiled back, 
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letting Eirika admire her and her kat’s relationship without 
comment. 

The stone bridge over the northern river led to a road out 
of town that curved west alongside the edge of the northern 
forest. Stalls lined the north bank of the river and followed the 
right side of the road for a time before gradually dropping off. 
Eirika watched them and their customers with confidence 
from atop her kat, smiling as they disappeared behind her. 
There were a few other riders around them along with a few 
kats on their own, enough that the traffic forced them to ride 
slowly, but Cathe sat relaxed, her soft grin as patient as 
Eirika’s. They rode along the road until the stalls were well 
behind them, then Cathe led them into the grass on the 
northeast side and east through a gap in the trees. 

The ground in the forest was flat, and it wasn’t long before 
the trees thinned out all at once. Their branches spread out 
wide overhead, but their trunks were far enough apart to 
provide plenty of space for riding and indeed for camping as 
well. The only light was that which shined through thin 
cracks in the branches, enough to see easily but not enough to 
brighten the ground much. 

It was what covered the forest floor that was the most 
impressive, though. Not just red and yellow grass but 
enormous flowers of all colors were scattered across the place, 
almost as tall as the kats. Eirika marveled at the sight, and 
Cathe gave her a grin as if proud of herself for knowing the 
place first. They rode slowly to savor its beauty for as long as 
possible. 

In time, the flowers thinned out entirely as the trees filled 
back in, but the kats were able to keep up a decent pace over 
the occasional roots and rocky terrain. Any woodland animals 
gave them a wide berth, and the streams branching out from 
the river to the south caused them more pause than anything 
else. 

Gradually, they rode on further and further to the east. 
The kats couldn’t run as fast as they might’ve been able to out 
in the open, but they were still fast enough to keep Cathe 
comfortable. And so, they rode through the day, Cathe 
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keeping her eyes forward and Eirika admiring the scenery as 
usual. For most of the day, there was no end to the forest in 
sight as it stretched far to the northeast of the west market, 
and the whole time, there was plenty of room to ride. 
Eventually, the sun fell behind them, and when there was just 
one last sliver of light left, Cathe gestured to Eirika and 
pointed out ahead of them. 

“There it is,” she said, “Perfect timing.” 

Eirika narrowed her eyes and peered off ahead to where 
she found the edge of the forest barely visible. She could just 
make out the field, but there was no indication of how far it 
went or what lay beyond it. Regardless, it was enough to 
know they were making good time. 

“A perfect spot too,” Eirika said, gazing around their 
vicinity where she found multiple open spaces between the 
trees and bushes, “This is going to be so fun!” 

She hopped down from her kat and walked it over in the 
direction of a quiet nearby stream. Cathe followed her lead, 
and the kats happily drank from the water. Berries grew all 
around for them to eat, and Cathe pulled out a slab of 
preserved meat from one of the saddlebags that she’d made 
sure to bring in case the kats ever needed it. 

“There we go. That ought to satisfy them,” she said, 
dropping the saddlebags next to a nearby tree and then 
leaving the kats behind for a large patch of dry dirt ground 
some distance away. She patted her stomach. “Now what am 
I going to eat?” She searched the nearby bushes until she 
found one with large red berries, and she crouched down to 
pluck off a handful. “These ones shouldn’t kill us.” 

“May I have one of those?” Eirika asked, having followed 
Cathe over to the bush. 

“Just one?” Cathe handed over a single berry regardless. 
“Suit yourself.” 

Eirika peered off into the distance, turning her head slowly 
to look all around them. “You’ve seen how I hunt, right?” she 
said quietly as she looked, “Back when you were stalking me 
in the southeast.” 

“Oh, yeah. I remember. Pointlessly drawn out if you ask 


257 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


me.” Cathe walked away and leaned her back against a 
nearby tree, only observing Eirika through her peripheral 
vision. 

Eirika’s gaze settled on a spot on the ground near a bush at 
the opposite end of the clearing, and she crouched down on 
all fours. Her cloak was still over her back covering 
everything but her head and dragging against the ground to 
conceal her figure. As she slowly crawled toward the spot she 
was staring at, berry still in hand, the brown furry animal that 
had been camouflaging itself against the dirt stood up, still 
but cautious. It was long, about as long as her arm, and it had 
a fair amount of girth to it. Its whiskered nose was pointed, 
and its tail was short and stubby. 

Eirika stopped on a patch of dirt across from where it 
stood and held out her hand, offering up the fruit. For a few 
seconds, she matched its quick breathing before gradually 
slowing hers, and the animal slowed its own in response. It 
wasn’t long before they were both breathing at the same slow 
and steady rate, and the animal was now eyeing the berry 
with hunger instead of watching her face. It skittered its way 
over to her and snatched the berry out of her hand with its 
mouth, turning away as it did so as if it might’ve darted off, 
but Eirika’s hands were too fast. In an instant, she grabbed it 
by the neck and twisted. 

Smiling, Eirika marched back over to Cathe, holding her 
trophy up at her side. Cathe was still leaning against the same 
tree, and she gave off the slightest smirk as Eirika arrived. 
“Did you catch all that?” Eirika asked. Cathe laboriously 
pushed herself up off the tree and sighed. “If you can get into 
their mindset, make them think you're their friend, they'll let 
their guard down.” She dropped the corpse in front of Cathe. 

Cathe raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried?” 

Eirika just laughed. “I wouldn’t use it on a person. I 
promise.” She paused for a moment. “Though I guess it’d be 
nice for my last thoughts to be happy ones.” Cathe shot her a 
suspicious look. “Well, they weren’t the first time around.” 

Cathe rolled her eyes, then yawned in an exaggerated 
manner, stretching her arms out to her sides. “Uh huh.” She 
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lazily pulled her bow and an arrow from her back, and in a 
single motion, she smacked the arrow to the bow, pulled back, 
and loosed it off to her side without looking. 

Eirika heard the impact and the slump before she could see 
what Cathe had hit, and when she looked back, Cathe was 
already walking in the direction her arrow had flown. She 
climbed through a tall bush far from where Eirika stood 
watching, reached down, and yanked on _ something, 
stubbornly pulling it back through the bush with her. It was 
only then that Eirika saw the corpse of an animal much larger 
than the one she’d killed with Cathe dragging it along by one 
of its three sharp spiral antlers. She held her hands on her 
hips as she watched Cathe drag it back over and let it flop 
down next to her own catch. “How do you think this one was 
feeling?” Cathe asked. Eirika just sighed in exasperation. 

Nonetheless, she gathered wood quickly and without 
complaint while Cathe skinned the two animals to be cooked. 
The fire got going just in time for the last speck of sunlight to 
vanish, and the two had an easy time picking more berries, 
cooking the meat, and gathering some stream water with cups 
from their sacks. Eirika removed her cloak, and they both 
took off their gloves and set them aside while they ate, sitting 
across the small fire from one another. 

As she took her first bite of meat, Cathe stared through the 
flames at Eirika whose attention was fully consumed by 
tearing a piece off hers with her teeth. When Eirika looked up, 
Cathe turned away, but she kept glancing back at Eirika’s face 
when she wasn’t too busy eating. Finally, Eirika caught her 
gaze. 

“What's up?” Eirika said, pausing her meal and holding 
Cathe’s eyes with hers. 

Cathe hesitated before speaking. “Nothing special. Just 
trying to wrap my head around you.” Eirika laughed, but 
Cathe just kept thinking. “What turns someone into Lady 
Eirika?” Eirika broke her gaze, and Cathe couldn’t help but 
show a look of guilt. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I 
know you don’t like that.” 

Eirika shook her head. “It’s alright,” she said without 
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looking at her, “I know what makes you you. It’s only natural 
you’d want to know what makes me me.” 

For a split second, Cathe’s eyes went wide, but then her 
look turned to one of frustration. “See? That’s just it. I don’t 
like that you’ve got an advantage over me.” 

Eirika sat in uncomfortable silence for a few moments, 
shifting her seating position repeatedly. Then she took a deep 
breath. “Fair enough. I’ll try my best.” She nodded to herself, 
still not looking at Cathe. “My mother was the first one to 
teach me morality. That’s one of the easier memories. I 
learned a lot while I was dead, you know, before I came 
back.” She paused, trying to decide whether to continue. 
“There was James too. He was most important to me back 
when... never mind.” Her face turned sad. 

Watching her, Cathe sighed. “Yeah. That's still the hardest 
one to believe.” 

Eirika sat silent and uncomfortable, mindlessly popping a 
berry into her mouth. Cathe’s eyes fell, and she took another 
bite of her meat. They both sat in that awkward silence just 
eating and drinking and not looking at each other. They went 
on like that for another minute or two. 

Finally, Cathe spoke again. “I like your eyes.” She tried to 
smile as Eirika’s breath caught in her throat. “And all those 
red spots, and the streaks in your hair, and even whatever 
that thing is between your breasts.” She pointed to each of 
them as she rattled them off. “They’re weird like me. They 
look good on you.” Her smile turned shy. 

Eirika’s former discomfort was now thoroughly replaced 
by fluster. “Thanks,” she sputtered out. Then her breathing 
calmed, and she smiled. “It’s nice to hear you say that when 
you're sober.” Now Cathe looked embarrassed as she 
withdrew into herself. “You know what? I like that stuff too. 
It makes other things about me seem normal by comparison.” 
Eirika let out an awkward laugh. 

Cathe looked her up and down. “Listen, I’m sure whatever 
you're insecure about is just as pretty as the rest of you.” She 
giggled, then caught herself and cleared her throat. 

Eirika nodded and took a deep breath. Then she looked 
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Cathe over and gave her a smile. “You know, you're not half 
bad yourself. You might be more special than you think.” 

“Yeah.” Cathe absentmindedly looked at the browns and 
dark reds of her hand as they were lit orange by the fire. 
Eirika looked puzzled, but she didn’t say anything. “Um... 
Do you remember that story you wanted to tell me? Back 
south. What was it called?” 

Eirika furrowed her brow for a moment, then brightened 
up completely. “Oh!” she exclaimed, “Lyn the rogue.” 

“That’s the one,” Cathe answered, nodding, “Can you tell 
me it now?” 

Eirika turned away, and her voice softened. “I don’t 
actually know the whole thing.” 

“Oh, come on!” Cathe insisted with a grin, “Don’t be such 
a coward!” 

“T am not a coward!” Eirika said playfully, “If it’s really 
that important to you...” Cathe rolled her eyes. “Then I'll tell 
you what I know. You'll just have to imagine the rest.” Cathe 
leaned forward and put her chin in her hands, relaxing and 
gazing into Eirika’s purple eyes through the flames that 
complemented her face. 

“As you can probably guess,” Eirika began, “Lyn was an 
outlaw. She’d been one since the day she was born, or that’s 
what she told everyone, at least.” She grew a devious smile, 
and Cathe mirrored it. “She’d brag about her crimes to 
anyone who'd listen, the pettiest to the cruelest, and with so 
much practice, she never had to worry about getting caught. 
Anyone who knew her was afraid to get on her bad side, since 
she’d always describe her vengeances so graphically. So, she 
made her living like that, and she lived well.” 

Cathe couldn’t help but smile the whole time Eirika was 
telling the story, and it didn’t go unnoticed as Eirika 
continued. “At some point though, she must've realized how 
much senseless harm she’d been causing in the name of her 
pride because one day, she up and decided that she was only 
going to use her skills to help the less fortunate from then on. 
She’d only keep what she needed, and she’d give the rest to 
people who deserved it more, including some of the people 


261 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


she’d hurt in the past. She decided she’d only steal from 
people who could easily do without and only take vengeance 
on people who were cruel to those weaker than them.” 

Cathe’s eyes narrowed, and her smile turned sideways. 
Nonetheless, she was still invested. “Impressed by her change 
of heart, the gods chose her as their champion of lawless 
justice and protector of the oppressed. They granted her 
immortality so that she could continue her work for as long as 
she remained righteous. In the night, they appeared before 
her and revealed to her what they’d done. They warned her 
never to stray from her path or else time would catch up with 
her. She listened well and did as they told, and to this day, 
her spirit lives on, doing good where the law refuses to.” 
Eirika shrugged. “That’s what I know.” 

Eirika fell silent, and Cathe sat back, resting her hands on 
the ground behind her and looking out at the trees past Eirika. 
“Tt does feel incomplete, doesn’t it?” 

“It’s the origin of a mythic hero,” Eirika replied, “I never 
learned any more past that point. It’s funny, it’s from the land 
east of the kingdom. Where you were born, maybe. You don’t 
really look like anyone from there. Halfway, soft of, in some 
of your features. It doesn’t make any sense.” 

Cathe nodded as she kept staring into the fire. “Yeah, it 
does.” 

“T just thought of it on a whim back then. I’m still not any 
surer about you.” She let out an awkward laugh. 

Cathe nodded and sat in silence for a few moments longer 
while Eirika watched with curiosity. Then she sat back up and 
looked Eirika straight in the eyes. “Still, it feels...” She paused 
in thought. “A bit more plausible now.” Eirika gave her a 
warm smile. “You don’t know what made her change?” 

“No,” Eirika said, frowning, “I never learned that part. 
Sorry.” 

Cathe’s eyes dropped, but she was fully relaxed. “No 
worries. Let me know when you figure it out.” Eirika gave a 
soft smile and nodded. 

They continued their meal in silence, and when they 
finished, Cathe put out the fire while Eirika found a tree to sit 
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against, draping her cloak over herself for warmth. Once the 
fire and smoke were all gone and the forest was dark, Cathe 
felt her way over to where Eirika sat. The wide trunk 
provided more than enough room for them to comfortably 
rest side by side against it, and Cathe turned herself around to 
find a comfortable position. 

She eyed Eirika and her cloak. Eirika looked back at her, 
raising her eyebrows, and Cathe lifted a hand. For a split 
second, she froze up, but regaining her confidence, she forced 
herself to reach out and grab a corner of the cloak, pulling 
half of it over her and scooting across to lean against Eirika’s 
side. After one last moment’s hesitation, she rested her head 
on her shoulder. Eirika smiled as she closed her eyes and 
leaned back, and before long, they fell asleep together. 

They woke up at the crack of dawn, and they quickly 
brought their supplies to the kats and were ready to head off 
the rest of the way to the capital. Both were full of energy 
after their deep, uninterrupted sleep. The trees ended as 
suddenly as they’d begun with a short thick layer that the 
kats had to step through carefully. On the other side was an 
open hilly plain, rocky in some small patches, that spread out 
in all directions ahead of them. They were far north of the 
river they’d come from back west, and far to the north, Eirika 
spotted another river flowing northwest. Her gaze followed 
the river east until she found the lake it flowed from and, 
beyond that, the capital with its towering palace. 

She smiled at Cathe. “We’re making good time.” 

“Time enough to have some fun before I go to work,” 
Cathe said with a happy sigh, and they rode on. 

The land proved easy to cross, and they rode along the 
plain much faster than they’d been able to ride through the 
woods the previous day. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, but 
nonetheless, a cool breeze rushed past them as they rode. 
There weren’t any roads to the capital directly from the west; 
they were still well out in the wilderness with no one else 
around. As they slowly got closer to the capital, the river to 
the north came into view flowing as quickly and noisily as 
most of the other large rivers in the kingdom. 
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Still, the ride was easy and relaxing, and soon they were 
approaching the lake with the false golden walls of the capital 
just beyond and the gigantic silvery palace to the north. 
Along the south side of the river was a small dirt path 
surrounded by sparse trees and a drop down to the water that 
varied from steep hill to sheer cliff. Even at those latter spots, 
though, the fall wasn’t especially far. They weren’t alone 
anymore, as various people wandered the path and the 
lakeside, some with kats, some with carts, and some by 
themselves. 

Eirika and Cathe watched them from a distance to the 
south. When they’d reached the point where they could easily 
spot the southern entrance to the capital and all the travelers 
coming and going, Cathe took a moment to glance back and 
forth between the capital and the lake, indecision apparent on 
her face. Before Eirika could ask her about it, she grunted and 
turned sharply north, waving for Eirika to follow. 

She led her past the little path to an especially dense area 
of trees that went all the way down to the water. Then she 
hopped off her kat. The trees were much too densely packed 
for the kats, and the dirt ground beneath them was steep and 
slippery. Eirika followed suit, dismounting her kat and 
leading it over next to Cathe’s. 

“Where are we going?” Eirika asked. 

“You'll see,” Cathe said, walking down the hill, “Just 
follow me.” 

With only a moment’s hesitation, Eirika followed Cathe 
into the trees. By the time Eirika could see her again, Cathe 
was sliding down the dirt slope, grabbing onto tree trunks to 
stabilize herself. Eirika quickly stepped down after her, and it 
wasn’t long before the dirt gave way to rocks and then a 
rocky cliff. Cathe leaned over the edge, hanging from a tree to 
hold herself up, and Eirika followed her gaze down to find a 
small patch of dry land far beneath them surrounded by lake 
water and more dense trees. 

Without saying a word, Cathe crouched and climbed 
down the cliffs, the rocks jutting out uneven enough for her to 
find easy hand and footholds. Eirika rolled her eyes and 
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followed. Despite the drop, it didn’t take them long to reach 
the bottom, and Eirika’s cloak didn’t prove to be any sort of 
obstacle. The rocks of the cliff were sturdy enough to hold 
them both. 

It was only when her feet were firmly planted on the soft 
ground that Eirika saw the hole in the side of the cliff. It was 
small enough that one would have to crouch down to enter, 
but it was still wide enough for any average sized person. The 
cave went far enough back to fade into pitch black on the 
inside. 

Cathe gestured at it with both of her arms. “There,” she 
said, smiling at Eirika, “Another one of my secrets. I found it 
a long time ago. If you crawl in far enough and don’t crack 
your skull, the cave lets out inside the city.” Her smile 
vanished, and she looked off to the side. “I just figured I 
ought to show you in case you ever need to use it. You 
deserve that much.” For a moment, she just looked out at the 
lake. “That’s all I brought you here for.” 

“Thank you for trusting me, Cathe,” Eirika said, holding a 
hand to her chest. 

Cathe turned back and pointed a finger at Eirika. “You're 
the only one I’ve told about this. I hope you appreciate that. 
Not even my father knows about this place. He wouldn’t have 
any use for it anyway.” 

“So, I’m your first at something,” Eirika mocked. 

“We're leaving now.” Cathe grabbed hold of the cliff to 
climb back up. 

Eirika burst out laughing, and Cathe couldn’t help but 
follow suit, leaning against the wall. It took them a few 
seconds to calm down. 

“We really should get back to the kats,” Cathe said, “This 
cave’s not the most fun thing to crawl through anyway.” 

“Yeah, you're right.” Eirika made to grab onto the wall but 
paused. “You said you've got time to spare, didn’t you?” 
Cathe grinned. “Do you know any good spots in the capital?” 

Cathe’s eyes lit up, and a smile grew on her face. “As a 
matter of fact...” 
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19 


A NOBLE 
PERFORMANCE 


“Ym not going to drug you!” Cathe slapped the table as 
she watched Eirika sniff her drink, a warm, sweet red juice in 
a white clay mug. “And besides, I know plenty of odorless 
drugs.” 

“Alcohol isn’t odorless,” Eirika said, taking a sip and 
smiling. 

Cathe had ordered them both food and drinks, and they’d 
arrived at their little table a moment before. The white walls 
and bright sunlight through the wide windows gave this 
restaurant on the west side of the capital a plain look, but 
despite its simplicity, it was a popular one. In the lounge area 
apart from the tables, a large and diverse group of people sat 
and talked, many without food at all. The workers didn’t 
seem to mind. Eirika and Cathe sat at the table nearest to the 
lounge, so without even trying, Eirika overheard patrons and 
layabouts talking about their lives or whatever news or gossip 
came up in conversation. 

“Another excellent choice,” Eirika declared, taking a 
bigger gulp. 

“T know, I made it.” Cathe took a bite out of a spiced 
sausage. “And I’m not going to get you drunk this early—" 

“You're not going to get me drunk.” 

“—especially when I’ve got work to do. Who knows how 
hard you'd be to keep ahold of?” Cathe threw her hands in 
the air. 

Eirika smirked at the dramatic gesture as she nibbled on 
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her food. “I thought you were good at improvisation.” 

“Doesn't mean I like complications.” Cathe went back to 
her food. 

Eirika shrugged. “It makes no difference, does it? Since 
we'll never get to know what kind of drunk Id be.” 

“What do you mean, we?” Cathe side eyed Eirika. “Don’t 
tell me you've never been drunk.” Eirika found some nothing 
on the other side of the room to look at as she took the next 
bite of her meat. “Alas.” They ate in silence for a minute or 
two before Cathe spoke again. “You know, though, I never 
thought a sober type could be so much fun. It’s nice working 
with someone fun for once, not like—” She stopped herself and 
looked to the side in an attempt at being distracted. 

Eirika took a slow, calm breath. “Like James. I know.” 

“Sorry.” Cathe shook her head and waved a dismissive 
hand. “I’m supposed to be distracting us from negative 
things.” 

“It's okay,” Eirika said, but she could only manage a 
strained smile. 

They nibbled their way through more of their meals, their 
eyes glazed over as they stared at the table in front of them. 
Sometimes Eirika would glance to her sides and see other 
patrons engaged in lively conversation or servers rushing 
across the room. On one such glance, she saw a couple new 
people arrive at the lounge area, a man and a woman. They 
sat close enough for her to overhear their conversation but not 
so close that they’d notice her listening. 

“Tm glad the network’s gotten their supplies, but how are 
they going to distribute them? How do we even know they’re 
going to the people who need them most?” The man’s voice 
rose and fell with every word despite the quiet and deliberate 
manner of his voice. 

“Come on, Thom.” The woman sounded irritated. “Has 
Stewart ever let us down?” 

“Yeah, but what about that brother of his?” Thom insisted, 
“How do we know he’s good for his word? How do we know 
he even exists?” 

“Stewart wouldn't lie like that.” Eirika could hear the 
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womar’s eyes rolling. “Maybe he’s disfigured or something.” 

Eirika chuckled to herself, having relaxed at the mention of 
her friends. She looked up at Cathe once again. “I’ve got some 
friends here in the city I want to see later.” Her words nudged 
Cathe out of her melancholy. “I can’t spend all my time at 
fancy restaurants, unfortunately.” 

Cathe sat up straight and smiled. “Mind if I join you? After 
my work is done, I mean.” 

“Not at all!” Eirika’s eyes lit up. “You really ought to meet 
these people. It'd do you some good.” 

Cathe’s eyes narrowed. “If nothing else, it’s a free place to 
sleep.” 

Eirika narrowed her eyes right back. “Listen, Cathe. I want 
you to see how commoners work together and take care of 
each other.” Seeing Eirika’s enthusiasm, Cathe sat back and 
crossed her arms. “If they can build their support networks 
across the whole kingdom, your father won’t have any reason 
to be so controlling. He could focus on working with the other 
nobles.” In her excitement it took Eirika a moment to notice 
Cathe’s discomfort. “What’s wrong?” she asked, leaning 
forward. 

Cathe shook her whole body and sat back up. “Just antsy.” 

Eirika opened her mouth to inquire further, but a new 
voice interrupted their conversation. “Well, well, Cathe.” 
Eirika recognized the voice of the woman she’d overheard a 
minute ago. “Got a new girl on your arm, have you?” 

Her tall, broad frame towered over the table, and her long 
brown hair tumbled in soft locks down her light brown 
cheeks and over the front and back of her shoulders. She 
smirked down at Cathe who returned the look with gusto, but 
before Cathe got the chance to respond, the woman took a 
good look at Eirika for the first time. 

She widened her eyes and leaned in close. “Wait a 
second...” Her smile grew. “Are you...?” 

“The ghost of Lady Eirika!” Eirika cheered up substantially 
at the chance to show herself off. 

“Wow! I’m Em, Em Bradley. Nice to meet you!” She 
bowed her head and waved both hands. “If Stewart was 
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telling the truth about someone like you, Soren’s got to be real. 
They'll be happy to hear you’re in town.” 

Eirika laughed, and Cathe sat back admiring the exchange. 
“Yll be seeing them later today,” Eirika said, “And Soren is 
most certainly real.” 

“Hey, no hard feelings about this one.” Em pointed her 
thumb back at Cathe. “A lady like you can have whomever 
she wants. You can’t hold this one down anyway, but I’m 
sure you know that.” 

Eirika erupted into a fit of giggles, and Cathe grew 
annoyed. “That’s rich coming from someone in your line of 
work. You know I’m right here, right?” 

“T do, Cathe, I really do.” Em gave a smug grin. “Can I buy 
you two drinks?” 

Cathe shook her head. “I’ve got work to do, can’t afford to 
be drinking.” 

“Don’t waste your money on me,” Eirika said. 

“That’s a shame,” Em said, but she smiled anyway. “It was 
great to meet you, Eirika. And I’m sure I'll see you around, 
Cathe, when you’re not out hunting or whatever it is you do.” 

Eirika watched Em jog away to the counter at the back of 
the room and wave at a tall, musclebound man. “Do you get a 
lot of women buying you drinks?” 

Cathe shrugged. “I guess being a lesbian does have its 
advantages sometimes.” Eirika raised an eyebrow at that, and 
Cathe grew a toothy grin. “It means—” 

“I know what it means,” Eirika said, “Firsthand, if you 
hadn’t picked up on that.” 

Cathe turned her head. “You of all people,” she said, 
looking off, “You and all your...” She flicked out her fingers. 
“You. I’ll never get over it.” 

Eirika laughed. “Yeah, and you of all people should've 
figured it out by now.” 

“It’s because you're such a...” Cathe grasped at the air. 
“You're too nice for it.” 

“So what?” Eirika objected, “There’s nothing contradictory 
about that. Love who you love.” 

Cathe let out a single bitter chuckle. “Love. Whatever that 
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means. Hey, Eirika.” She turned back to Eirika with a 
seductive grin. “Want to have a good time?” Eirika’s eyes 
widened at her, but Cathe lowered her voice. “I’m supposed 
to be spying on the palace. Just seeing how things are going, 
nothing violent. You should come with.” 

Eirika let out a held breath. “You're finally ready to let me 
in on your work, huh? And the palace, too...” A hopeful 
smile crept onto her face, the kind of hope she hadn’t had for 
some time. “That does sound like a good idea.” 

Cathe’s smirk returned, and she chuckled to herself. “Had 
you for a second there, though.” She gulped down the last of 
her drink and smacked it down on the table. Eirika’s breath 
caught for only a moment, and she did her best to pretend 
that she wasn’t smiling at Cathe’s newfound audacity. 

They both returned to what little of their meals they had 
left, and it didn’t take long for them to finish. Eirika grew a 
quiet smile as she ate that Cathe failed to notice. Patrons still 
flocked to all corners of the restaurant, but neither of them 
paid any attention to anyone else. As soon as her food was 
gone, Cathe pushed her plate to the edge of the table. 

“You ready to go?” she asked, “Might as well get the job 
over with so we can spend more time with your friends.” 

Eirika, still smirking to herself, fell into a stoic expression 
at Cathe’s question. “Yeah, let’s go.” 

She set her plate on top of Cathe’s, and they gathered their 
things. Despite the crowd, they didn’t expend too much effort 
crossing the room. They got a few odd glances from those 
they passed but not much more than that. Before long, they 
were exiting onto a narrow street like many others in the 
capital. This one had only a few other pedestrians wandering 
along and no kats or carts in sight. 

They’d taken a few steps down the side of the street when 
Eirika stopped. “Hold up,” she said, letting out a quick breath, 
“T feel like I should clarify something. I don’t want there to be 
any misunderstandings between us.” 

Cathe stopped in front of her, her breath halting mid 
inhale. She took a glancing look back at Eirika before trying to 
look away, but Eirika caught her eyes and held them. “You've 
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seen how strong I am, Cathe,” Eirika said, a hint of a smile 
crossing her lips, “I can hold you down.” 

She broke eye contact and marched past a thoroughly 
stunned Cathe. A moment later, Cathe cleared her throat, and 
her first step stumbled into a jog until she caught up. Once 
Eirika might’ve seen her clumsy movements, she calmed 
herself into a more natural looking walk, and for more than a 
few seconds, Eirika led a distracted Cathe as they continued 
down the street, only slowing to a halt when they reached an 
intersection. 

“How does one sneak into a royal palace?” she wondered 
aloud. She looked back at Cathe, who hadn’t seemed to hear 
her. “Hey.” She snapped her finger twice in Cathe’s face. “Get 
your head out from under me. Where are we going?” 

Cathe took a moment to seethe. “Why don’t you follow my 
lead and find out?” 

She pushed her way through Eirika’s shoulder and turned 
north. Eirika followed Cathe for another block or so in silence, 
grinning as Cathe tried her hardest to appear angry. Despite 
the wider street’s relative lack of pedestrians, some of them 
couldn’t help but give the two puzzled or disgusted looks as 
people often did. Eirika made sure to smile, nod, and wave 
back at them all regardless of how they looked at her, but 
Cathe refused to acknowledge them. 

Their destination, of course, was in view above them the 
whole time they walked. To the east, they could sometimes 
see the grand temple at the center of the city or else one of the 
other large buildings surrounding it, academies perhaps from 
their size and location. Eirika took only a passing glance at 
them before turning her gaze back forward, back to the palace. 
She had a spring in her step and a smile on her face as they 
got closer and closer to the king and his home. 

As they crossed another intersection, though, a distinctive 
green armor flashed at the edge of her vision a block over. 
Her head jerked to the side, and she skidded to a stop. But by 
the time she got a real look, he’d disappeared. She took a 
deep breath and turned back to find Cathe marching ahead, 
oblivious to Eirika’s erratic behavior. Quickening her pace to 
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catch up, she did her best to continue north as if nothing had 
happened. It even worked for a while until her breathing 
grew heavy, and then hard, and then short. Cathe finally took 
notice when Eirika cut away from their path and stumbled to 
the side of the road to prop herself up against a building with 
her fists clenched tight. 

“Eirika!” She ran up to her side and examined her face. 
Eirika’s arms shook as she took hard, short breaths and stared 
down at the ground. “It’s going to be okay. Everything’s 
going to be okay. You're safe.” Cathe’s speech slowed and 
calmed. “Just breathe.” 

Eirika’s arms stabilized, and her breathing slowed by a 
small margin. It was still heavy. Nonetheless, she turned and 
looked up at Cathe. First, she saw her wide eyed, 
open-mouthed worry. Then she saw the green of her face. She 
picked herself up off the wall, forcing herself to keep looking 
straight at Cathe. Grabbing one of Cathe’s hands, she clutched 
it with both of her own and held onto Cathe’s murky green 
eyes. Breathing grew easier. 

“Thank you.” She smiled as she kept staring into Cathe’s 
eyes. 

“What was that?” Cathe asked, her eyes still wide. “What’s 
wrong?” 

Eirika broke away and shook her head. “It’s nothing.” 

“That wasn’t nothing.” Cathe leaned to the side and forced 
Eirika to look back at her again. “That was panic.” 

“Yl tell you later,” Eirika said, “I can’t think about it right 
now, or it'll come back. Distract me with something. Work. 
The palace.” 

“Right,” Cathe said, nodding quickly, “Let’s walk.” 

They got moving again, slow at first but then speeding up 
to a regular walk. “So, why do this in the middle of the day?” 
Eirika asked when she could bring herself to speak again. 

“Even royalty sleeps at night,” Cathe said, “I need them 
awake. I’m just checking in on the king and maybe some 
other people to see how they talk when I’m not around.” 

“We're seeing the king?” Eirika’s eyes lit up. 

“Seeing.” Cathe pointed to her eye. “Look, don’t touch.” 
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“Still, we’re making sure he stays in line with our message, 
right?” Eirika’s eyes belied her suspicions, but she didn’t 
voice them. “Thank you for trusting me with this.” 

Seeing Eirika’s face, Cathe gave a flat, “Yeah.” She looked 
down, but a moment later she brightened up. “Can you run?” 

Eirika nodded. “My energy’s coming back.” 

“Then chase me!” 

Cathe yanked up her hood and bolted off across the street 
and into an alley. Eirika sighed, but she couldn’t mask her 
smile. She chased Cathe through narrow alleyways, around 
corners, and sometimes across small streets, baffling what few 
locals were hanging around. Cathe ignored them, and Eirika 
didn’t have time to stop and apologize before rushing into the 
next alley. She never struggled to keep up with Cathe, 
partially because of how fast she could run and partially 
because Cathe never tried to lose her. 

As they ran further and further to the northwest, the actual 
streets dropped off, replaced by more alleys of various shapes 
and sizes. Some gave them no trouble at all, and the narrow 
width and debris of others caused only a marginal hindrance. 
No homes, shops, or restaurants were in this part of the city, 
only tall, multiple floor storage buildings. They all looked 
nearly identical, and so the alleys formed almost a maze that 
might’ve made them forget the way forward if Cathe hadn’t 
known where she was going. 

Eirika had ceased paying attention to directions when she 
rounded a corner into an especially narrow alley and saw 
Cathe hop up onto one of the walls. She stopped in her tracks 
to watch Cathe run up the wall a few steps, hop toward the 
other wall, and run a few more steps across it. After a few 
more hops of one step each, she wedged herself in and 
pushed herself up both walls at once until she reached the top, 
grabbing hold of one of the roofs and pulling herself onto it. 

“How’s that for a distraction?” Cathe sounded exhausted. 

Eirika planted her fists on her hips and looked up at Cathe 
as she picked herself up to stare back down. Cathe tapped her 
foot and waved her hand in an aggressive gesture for Eirika 
to climb up behind her. Eirika raised an eyebrow, but 
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nonetheless, she stepped back and pushed her cloak behind 
her back so that only her neck held it on. She took a running 
start and leapt with all her might, taking only a few sets of 
running leaps on each wall to land on her knees right next to 
Cathe. Cathe stood calm as she watched Eirika get to her feet, 
brush herself off, and pull her cloak back over her shoulders. 
She’d grown used to Eirika’s strength by this point. 

She glanced over to her side. “Irresponsible design, if you 
ask me.” 

Eirika followed her gaze and found the northern city wall 
behind a higher section of roof right above their heads. To the 
east past a tower, the wall grew gradually thicker in stages, 
but here it ran thin like the walls on all the other sides of the 
city. They’d already climbed more than halfway up the height 
of the wall, and from the higher part of the rooftop, they’d 
approach the top. The silver palace towered beyond. 

“Shouldn't there be guards here to spot us?” Eirika asked, 
looking back and forth but finding no guards in sight. 

Cathe shook her head. “They don’t patrol here much, and 
the one guy they’ve got is thoroughly compromised.” She 
didn’t look as pleased by that as Eirika would’ve expected. 

Before Eirika could say anything, though, Cathe ran 
forward and jumped at the higher wall, grabbing ahold of the 
edge of the roof and pulling herself up. Eirika followed her 
lead, walking over to the wall and leaping straight up to grab 
the top. She yanked herself into the air and landed next to 
Cathe, looking out at their next destination. The narrow space 
between the building and the wall would make for a simple 
hop if the wall didn’t stretch two or three heads above them. 

“Mind giving me a boost?” Cathe asked, “I’m not one to 
pass up help.” 

“Any time.” Eirika jogged over to the other end of the roof 
and crouched down, holding out her hands and smiling up at 
Cathe. “Alright, ready.” 

Cathe curled up into a crouch and sprang forward, 
running straight at Eirika. Stepping onto Eirika’s hands, 
Cathe launched herself over the gap clear onto the top of the 
wall. Before she could get her bearings, Eirika backed up to 
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make her own running jump. She sprinted to and leapt from 
the edge of the building, hitting the corner of the wall right at 
stomach level and grasping the crenellations on both sides to 
hold herself up. 

Cathe, who'd finished getting her bearings, snorted out a 
laugh at Eirika’s vulnerable position before deigning to 
extend a hand. Eirika flipped her own hand from the stone to 
Cathe’s offering and kicked her legs up onto the wall, rolling 
over to land on the center walkway. Once she was standing 
safe and secure, she let out a quick breath, and they both 
turned their gazes to the northeast. 

As the wall widened in the distance, it neared the 
enormous palace it protected from the city folk, its pale silver 
spires dominating the horizon. North of the wall’s center, 
Eirika saw the courtyard that had hosted the king’s party 
when she’d last visited, and similar fields and flower gardens 
spread across the entire front of the palace. Nearer to them in 
front of the closest tower, the wall split to form a western wall 
around the palace, and far to the north of that was a small 
military base to the northeast of the lake. At the lakeside west 
of the palace, a few fancily dressed nobles rested beneath 
them, and a group of servants further north washed clothes. 
Luckily, none of the nobles looked up as Eirika watched them, 
eagerly biting her lip. 

“Tenvy whoever works up here,” she commented in lieu of 
her true ambitions. 

Cathe shrugged. “I’ve seen it before. Let’s go before 
someone sees us.” She headed east along the wall, and Eirika 
followed behind her. But after only a few steps, she stopped. 
“Wonderful.” Her voice was flat. 

In front of the tower ahead, a guard walked toward them 
wearing the royal yellow on his armor. “Should we turn 
back?” Eirika asked. 

“No, that’s the compromised one.” Cathe still didn’t sound 
happy. 

Regardless, she made herself walk again, picking up her 
pace from before, and Eirika walked at her side. Her jaunt 
stroll might’ve made it look like she enjoyed the trek if not for 
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her locked eyes and tense lips. Eirika glanced back and forth 
between her and the guard ahead, and as they closed in on 
him, she eyed his features. His square face hid a small 
mustache that twitched as his lips curled into a smile of 
anticipation. Eirika and Cathe managed to remain stoic 
despite it all. 

“T was just thinking about you, Cathe.” The man stopped 
at the center of the walkway, his legs spreading wide. “Of 
course, I do that a lot.” He laughed to himself. “Who’s your 
friend? I’ve never seen exotic beauty like hers before. Are you 
two here to reward me for my loyal service?” 

“We're checking on the palace,” Cathe said, calm and quiet, 
“Stick to your job.” Eirika looked at her and frowned, but she 
kept her cool well enough. 

“Ym starting to lose my patience, Cathe,” the man said, 
still smiling, “Sooner or later, 1 won’t be able to help myself.” 

Cathe’s hand shot to her hip, but she forced it to relax. “If 
everything goes as scheduled, you'll get your reward in three 
days.” 

“You know,” Eirika said in her sweetest and most 
melodious voice, “The longer you hold out, the better it is in 
the end.” 

The man’s smile widened. “Aren’t those some words of 
wisdom?” He stepped to the side. “I’m sure a few more days 
won't kill me.” Cathe suppressed a smirk. “More time to 
imagine.” 

Her brief smile gone, Cathe marched past the guard and 
looked to her goal. As Eirika scurried up behind her, she gave 
the man a smile and a nod and said, “Have a nice few days,” 
before leaving him behind. 

Soon, they arrived at the split in the wall where Cathe 
walked over to the left corner of the tower and peered down 
at the ground. Eirika came up behind her to see a small wood 
of tall, pointed trees at the corner of the courtyard below. The 
closest trees rose about two thirds of the way up the wall, but 
even so, the not insignificant fall to their peaks would hurt 
anyone careless. 

Before she could gauge the fall, Cathe climbed over the 
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side of the wall and dropped down to hang onto the edge. She 
kicked herself off the wall, twisted around in midair, and 
caught the top of the nearest tree, rocking back and forth but 
keeping her grip. Eirika looked out at the palace and, smiling, 
hopped off the wall after her, landing in the next closest one. 
A moment later, she let go of her branch, catching a couple 
others for moments each on her descent to the ground. Cathe 
dropped down beside her and took more than a few heavy 
breaths as she stood up amongst the tight, shaded trees and 
grass. 

Eirika watched her regain her energy. “Are you alright?” 

“Yeah,” Cathe said, her breath quieting, “Just takes a 
moment.” 

“T meant after the smooth talker up there.” 

“Oh, yeah.” Cathe shook her head and waved a dismissive 
gesture. “I had it under control.” She looked off through the 
trees. “Thanks for having my back, though.” She paused. 
“And just caring about me in general.” 

Eirika shrugged. “You're my friend. I love you.” 

Cathe looked down and chuckled. “Whatever you say, 
milady,” she said, and she walked off through the trees. 

Eirika smiled to herself and followed, weaving through the 
trees until they reached the northeastern edge of the little 
wood. Crouching alongside Cathe, she looked out from 
behind a tree into the open field. Even on the west side, the 
ground clearly dipped toward the palace. The structure, 
spires and all, was made from one solid chunk of its 
mysterious substance, partially buried beneath the ground. 
The light of the sun reflected off it in rounded patterns. 

“What is that made of?” Eirika asked in awe. 

“No clue,” Cathe said in a low and measured voice, “It’s 
one of those ancient secrets the Tenars pretend to have so they 
can convince people they know things.” She let out a quick 
laugh. “Some people say the passages inside go deeper 
underground than they’ve got maps for, but that reeks of 
propaganda to me.” 

She fell silent and held a finger to her lips. Eirika turned at 
the sound of voices coming from the left side of the palace. At 
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first, she couldn’t make out any words, but by the time the 
two elaborately dressed ladies came into view, their voices 
had grown clearer. 

“Have you heard there’s apparently a crime epidemic 
among the peasants?” one of them asked as they crossed. the 
field on their way east. 

“Ugh, Niles won’t stop whining about it.” This second 
woman had been the one who'd had to endure his complaints 
at the party. “He only lost a few jewels. How he can tell the 
difference is beyond me.” 

“Still, it’s scary,” the first woman said in a voice nearly as 
whiny as Niles’s. “What if they become a problem?” 

The other woman laughed. “Why should they? They’ve 
never been before.” 

At that point, they’d gotten too far away for Eirika to make 
out any more of their conversation, so she turned to Cathe. 
“That doesn’t sound good.” 

“T wouldn’t worry about it,” Cathe said offhand, and 
Eirika furrowed her brow. Seeing her look, Cathe hesitated, 
and she turned away before saying anything more. “We'll 
change their minds, right?” 

Eirika nodded, but Cathe stood up and walked away 
before she could see it. Eirika kept close behind her through 
the wood, which thinned out as they made their way north 
around the west side of the palace. The palace stretched as far 
north as it did east, and little curved iron doors lined the 
wavy palace wall, standing out from the substance of the 
palace itself. Most of them hung ajar. Even so, no more nobles 
passed them by. 

Soon, the edge of the wood met with the outer wall and 
ended, and the two could go no further under the cover of 
trees. They peered out to find a line of people in plain worn 
clothes, servants by the look of them, walking one way or the 
other between a small door in the outer wall and one in the 
palace itself. 

“Of all the luck.” Cathe gritted her teeth. “That was our 
entrance.” 

“So, what do we do?” Eirika asked, “Can we use one of the 
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other doors?” 

Cathe shook her head. “Too risky. Better a servant spots us 
than a noble or a guard.” She pursed her lips and breathed 
out hard through her nose. “We can’t turn back. My father 
doesn’t like delays, and we’ve got to be back at the keep 
tomorrow.” 

“He might have to accept one.” Cathe didn’t say anything, 
determined as ever. Eirika sighed. “Here.” She pulled her 
hood up over her head. “Climb in my cloak with me.” 

Cathe raised her eyebrows, her mouth agape. “And look 
completely ridiculous?” 

“No one will be looking,” Eirika said, watching the 
servants. 

“No.” 

Eirika turned to Cathe and let out an exasperated sigh. 
“Fine, then cling onto me from behind. Hopefully, that'll still 
be effective. Or else just stew here and pretend you have a 
better idea.” 

Without saying another word, Eirika marched out onto the 
field. Cathe grimaced, but even so, she flipped up her own 
hood, jogged up behind her, and grabbed onto the back of her 
cloak, placing Eirika between her and the servants. She bit the 
corner of her lip and looked back and forth as they made their 
approach. Eirika, though, strolled along like she belonged 
there. As they reached the iron door, an opening formed 
between groups of servants, and they slipped inside. 

The walls and floor of the interior hall ran a softer gray 
without breaks or edges between them. They found the floor 
as soft and easy to tread on as the grass outside and the walls 
smooth and clean, curving in a gentle arch over the tops of 
their heads. The material provided its own source of dim light, 
as the sun from outside only lit so much. The servants passed 
them by without slowing, looking as out of place in their 
surroundings as Cathe did but seeming used to the 
dissonance. One middle aged woman looked right at Cathe’s 
face, who jolted back before the woman walked past. 

She pulled up alongside Eirika, an arm clutching Eirika’s 
through her cloak. She guided them into a side corridor 
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without any servants in sight and soon found an unlocked 
wooden door to slip them both through. They found 
themselves in a darkened stairwell leading up to somewhere 
they couldn’t see, and Cathe leaned her shoulder against the 
wall. 

“That woman looked right at me,” she said, eyes wide, 
“Why didn’t she react?” 

Eirika rested a foot on the first stair. “Maybe she hates the 
Tenars as much as you do.” 

Cathe stood silent. “I’ve got to get myself a cloak like that.” 
She turned and walked up the stairs. 

The two took the long flight of stairs as it rounded a corner 
and continued up. The dark stairwell nonetheless shone with 
enough light from the walls for them to navigate. Reaching 
the top, they came to a corridor not much wider or taller than 
the two of them, and Cathe led them around another corner 
and past multiple splits in the path. She never had any 
trouble deciding which direction to take, and Eirika had long 
since learned to trust her sense of direction. 

Nonetheless, these passages led them quite far from their 
starting point without anyone else in sight. Occasionally, 
Eirika heard indistinct voices from far off in one direction or 
another, and she listened closely just in case she might be 
hearing noble talk. But every time, Cathe steered her away 
from them until at last, they arrived at a door on the side of 
the hall and turned to step through. 

Eirika gazed out with eyes wide and mouth agape. The 
walls of the large open room alternated between gold and 
violet, the substance itself colored that way, and they curved 
up into a ceiling not far above them. The thin short balcony 
they stood on hung high above the floor with no railing to 
speak of. It stretched out far enough around the sides of the 
room for servants to reach the bejeweled chandeliers hanging 
from the ceiling, but neither Cathe nor Eirika paid much 
attention to those. Instead, they looked down at the light 
purple floor and the long table at its center. A group of nobles 
left through the door below leaving just one man standing 
next to a large chair at the table’s end. 
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The king watched his visitors depart and worked up a 
slow pace back and forth along the side of the table. His 
yellow getup, far simpler than the one he’d worn to the party, 
was nonetheless made from expensive cloth. As he walked, he 
looked at the floor and held his beard, ignoring the world 
around him. Cathe kneeled at the edge of the balcony, 
patiently watching him pace. Eirika, on the other hand, had to 
stop herself from gasping with glee. Instead, she kept 
glancing back and forth between the king and her companion. 

Kneeling alongside Cathe, she focused on the king, and her 
fingers started twitching. She inched forward, then looked 
back at Cathe, whose eyes were wide with tense disapproval. 
Eirika’s face showed her own frustration, and as she looked 
back at the king, she started to open her mouth. But at that 
last second, at that last chance, any words that might’ve come 
out caught in her throat, and with another look at Cathe, she 
shut it tight in dismay. For her part, Cathe’s expression 
turned to one of sympathy, but Eirika still looked 
disappointed. She sighed as she leaned back away from the 
edge. Cathe let out her own quiet sigh of relief as she sat 
beside Eirika, and minutes passed in silence as the king did 
nothing but pace. 

The door beneath them opened with a thud, and two more 
people entered the room, maintaining only enough politeness 
to refrain from shoving past one another. The tall man wore 
brown leather covered by yellow cloth while the somewhat 
shorter woman wore complex braided hair and a long teal 
dress. The king faced them the moment they entered, 
attentive if a bit annoyed. 

“Your majesty,” the man said, “I must speak with you. It's 
about Lord Cardarrian. He—” 

“As you've done far too many times already,” the king 
said wearily, “You tire me with this. What more could you 
possibly have to say?” 

The man wouldn’t be dissuaded. “We know he has spies 
in other territories, for certain now. We found one in the 
capital!” Cathe tensed and glanced at Eirika, but her hood 
covered her face. “Your majesty, he’s built up an army 
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perhaps even larger than our own. Is that not an outrage to 
you?” 

The lady cut in. “You're the only one looking to start a 
conflict, sir, a conflict where we’ve never had any before. 
Calven is an ally, merely a grumpy one. No different from 
any Cardarrian who’s come before.” 

“Lady Margaret is right,” the king said, “The Cardarrians 
have always spied on their neighbors. This is nothing new.” 
Cathe frowned, continuing to watch Eirika out of the corner 
of her eye. “And Calven Cardarrian has the right to a military 
as much as any other lord. He’s one man. He’s concerned 
with his own peasants and convinced of his own superiority. 
Let him stew in it. He’ll die stewing, and when he does, we'll 
distribute his territory amongst ourselves.” 

“Your majesty,” the knight started, but Lady Margaret cut 
him off with a harsh look. 

“T will not provoke a civil war.” The king gave the knight a 
firm look of his own, and the knight grinded his teeth before 
turning around and marching back out of the room. 

Cathe prodded Eirika’s shoulder, and as soon as she’d 
gotten her attention, she walked back across the balcony to 
the door they’d come through. Eirika followed her into the 
servants’ dark maintenance passage, hearing the lady say 
only, “Now to more important matters,” before she closed the 
door behind her. 

Cathe stopped at the side of the passage. She sighed and 
muttered, “Some timing, huh?” 

“Should we worry about that?” Eirika asked, doing her 
best to show empathy from beneath her hood. 

Cathe hesitated a split second before responding. “No. 
Margaret Mander is sympathetic to our cause, and it sounds 
like the king listens to her. He won’t—” Her breath caught. 

“He didn’t sound open to our side, though.” Cathe looked 
away from Eirika’s comment. 

“That hardly matters at this point.” Eirika tried to get a 
look at Cathe’s face, but her hood blocked it. Cathe’s held 
breath broke. “We're getting other people on our side. They’Il 
force the king’s hand when the time comes. Anyway, we 
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should... no, no...” 

“What's wrong?” 

“Well, that was my job, checking on the king. That’s all my 
father wanted me to do. We could leave now, but...” She 
glanced at Eirika and bit her lips. “I’m just a bit worried. I feel 
like I ought to check up on one more guy, just for my own 
peace of mind.” 

Eirika’s eyes brightened, and she made sure Cathe saw her 
smile. “Then let’s do it! For your sake.” 

Cathe couldn’t help but catch Eirika’s smile, but it 
vanished a moment later. “I guess you'll be coming with me, 
then?” Eirika raised an eyebrow. “That should be fine. Just 
follow my lead.” 

Cathe picked herself up and led Eirika down the hall 
opposite from where they’d come. They passed through ever 
more of these hallways, weaving a path across the palace. A 
few of the offshoots they passed led to stairways up to even 
higher floors, but Cathe steered them away from those as well 
as the occasional distant voice. At only one point did Eirika 
catch a glimpse of a servant down one of the forks, and the 
servant didn’t react if indeed they saw her at all. 

More than a few minutes later, they reached a stairway 
down and around a corner back to the first floor. At the base 
of the stairs, they found a door, and Cathe put a finger to her 
mouth, cracking it open and peeking out. Outside, they saw a 
larger hallway of muted reds and yellows, silent and empty. 

“Could a guard spot you in that thing?” Cathe whispered. 

“It’s more likely than with most people,” Eirika answered, 
“especially if they’re on the lookout for intruders.” 

Cathe stood for a moment, staring out into the hall. 
“There’s a supply room around the corner. We ought to be 
able to find guard uniforms there.” She looked back at Eirika. 
“lm not sure how well that’ll work for you, but we'll find 
out.” 

She nudged the door open, looked left and right to confirm 
the hall’s emptiness, and gestured for Eirika to follow as she 
stepped out. It didn’t take long to reach the corner despite 
their slow, light steps, and when they arrived, Cathe planted 
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herself against the edge of the wall to peer out with Eirika 
sticking close behind her. 

Around the corner and across the wide hall, they spied 
their door and beyond that another corner forming a U. Cathe 
stepped out, but at the same time, so did someone else from 
around the opposite corner. She bolted back to her hiding 
spot, shoving Eirika against the wall behind her. Despite this, 
Eirika maintained a clear enough view to see the guard, too 
lost in thought to notice them, wiping sweat from his brow 
before stepping through the door to the supply room. 

Cathe took a slow, deep breath. “The good news is that’s 
my guy.” 

She took a long look around the corner and listened closely 
before stepping out once again. Eirika followed her across the 
hall to the supply room door, and Cathe cracked it open to 
spy on her target. The guard sat on a bench at the opposite 
corner, though Eirika could only see his face and familiar 
frame through a set of shelves spread across most of the 
center of the room. As he stared at the wall in front of him, it 
became clear that his sweat was coming from anxiety rather 
than exercise. He took quick, short breaths, blinking with each 
one. 

“Oh, you little...” Cathe’s sharp voice spat out, but when 
she shut the door and leaned back against it, she grew a look 
not dissimilar to that of the man inside. She glanced up at 
Eirika, then turned away. “Eirika, why do you have to...” She 
closed her eyes and steadied her breathing. “This was a bad 
idea.” She spoke fast, but she wouldn’t look at Eirika. “You 
shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t be involved in this.” 

“Cathe...” 

“Go see your friends.” Cathe wouldn't let Eirika get a 
word in. “You'll have a much better time with them. I’ll see 
you tomorrow.” 

“Cathe.” Her voice rang out firm this time. Cathe’s fingers 
scraped against the door behind her. Any semblance of 
control fell apart as her knees buckled under the weight of 
Eirika’s steady, deliberate voice. “After all this time, is that 
still what you need from me?” 
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“Don’t do this to me, Eirika. Stop doing this to me.” 

“Not your father, you. Is that what you need me to do 
right now? Leave, let you... do whatever you're going to do, 
don’t ask questions?” 

Cathe swallowed hard, but she couldn’t keep her 
breathing steady. After a few more seconds, though, she 
managed to give a slight nod. Eirika hesitated, then nodded 
back, looking down and away. “Okay. Let me know when 
that finally changes.” Then she turned and walked away, 
leaving Cathe to her business. 
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20 
THE TIPPING POINT 


Eirika breathed in deep the scent of fresh bread, resting her 
eyes and smiling. She’d long since put the palace and Cathe’s 
rejection behind her. The restaurant rang of footsteps and 
chatter as it had when she and Cathe had eaten there earlier, 
though since they were still preparing to serve dinner, the 
crowd hadn’t quite built back up yet. Eirika opened her eyes 
and looked across to the desk where Cathe had ordered their 
food and where the same young worker sat as before. The 
worker stared down at her workspace, lost in a pile of papers. 

Only a few guests sat around the lounge area, too 
absorbed in their conversations to care about anyone else 
around them. So, Eirika snuck past and across toward the 
other side of the room. With her cloak covering her front, 
none of the preoccupied patrons in the lounge or elsewhere 
bothered with her, and none of them were in her way to begin 
with. The worker didn’t look up from her papers as she 
approached. 

“Excuse me,” Eirika said, “Do you have a moment? Sorry 
to intrude.” 

“It’s...” The woman looked up, and her eyes went wide 
before she relaxed into a careful calm. “Okay. What can I get 
for you?” 

“You don’t happen to know the Blacks, do you?” Eirika 
asked. 

The woman grew a slight smile and spoke quietly. “We 
just joined their network earlier today. The bosses weren't too 
keen on it, but we overruled them. Are you looking for 
financial assistance? I have a list of places you can find work 
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and support.” She tapped the papers. “Just talk to any of the 
workers there. Some of them I don’t recognize, but we should 
have it all sorted out by tomorrow. Still, I’ll try to help as best 
I can.” 

Eirika leaned over to find at least one restaurant, inn, and 
clothing shop, as well as some other places she couldn’t 
identify. None of the other papers were visible beneath. 
“Wow, that’s pretty impressive,” she said, smiling at the 
worker, “but I just wanted to make sure they’d gotten food 
for the evening.” 

“Oh, yes,” the woman replied, “We sent them what we 
could. It’s a nice deal, supporting each other like this. We’ll 
get the bigger businesses to see that soon enough.” She smiled 
wider. 

“Wonderful!” Eirika clapped her hands together. “In that 
case, just get me something hearty I can carry out. And a 
water, please.” 

“Sure thing.” 

The young woman took her papers with her as she walked 
back from the desk and through the door behind her. Eirika 
relaxed down onto a comfortable chair nearby and waited for 
her food. More patrons gathered throughout the restaurant 
while she waited, and she sat observing them all as they 
enjoyed their stay. She didn’t have to wait for long, though, as 
the worker emerged back out of the door with a meat and 
vegetable wrap and a cup of water, which Eirika downed in 
one gulp before bowing her head, giving a simple, “Thank 
you very much,” and walking out with her food. 

Outside, the sun hung low in the sky, though not yet low 
enough to turn its color. The locals roamed the streets as ever, 
more than a few sliding past Eirika to enter the restaurant as 
she emerged from the door. Ignoring them and any others in 
front of her, she turned east and walked along the streets of 
the capital. She made her slow way to the east side of the city 
and north across one of the many bridges over the river. By 
the time she’d arrived back at the poor district in the 
northeast, she’d eaten through her entire wrap. 

Through the winding alleys between run-down buildings, 


287 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


she emerged onto the square in front of the temple. After 
having found no one roaming the alleys, she stopped in her 
tracks when she saw just how many people were in the 
square. The bright sunny day hadn’t quite ended, so they 
contented themselves to soak in the warmth while they could. 
Some carried supplies, working on something Eirika couldn’t 
discern from their hurried movements, but most simply hung 
about the place. 

Soren, carrying his sword on his back and holding a stern 
expression while speaking with another young man in front 
of the temple, caught Eirika in his peripheral vision. His eyes 
brightened, but his head didn’t turn right away. He said a few 
brief words to the other man who nodded and turned to head 
off, at which point he himself hopped into a jog in Eirika’s 
direction before calming and slowing to a confident stride. By 
the time he neared her, he held a businesslike posture, but he 
couldn’t hide his smile. Eirika couldn’t help but giggle under 
her breath. 

“Welcome back, Eirika,” he said, not quite looking her in 
the eye. “I heard you were in the capital. I was hoping we’d 
get the chance to see each other again. We've all been so busy 
working on the support network, we haven’t gotten much of 
a chance to rest.” 

“So, I’ve seen,” Eirika said with a wide grin, “I can’t 
believe how much you've accomplished in so little time.” 

Soren looked at the ground, let out a quick breath, and 
looked back up. “Well, it’s just constant work planning trades 
and distribution, and we wouldn’t have been able to do any 
of it if Stewart didn’t already know people who know people 
who know people.” He spun his hand around in the air, and 
his wrist hung limp for a moment before dropping back down 
to his side. 

“But it was your idea to ally with the Blue, right?” Soren 
smiled and nodded. “I got to meet them the other day not 
long after your ambassador left.” 

“Ambassador.” Soren chuckled. “I wish I’d gotten the 
chance to meet them myself. It was a risk sending someone 
out on nothing but rumors, but it seems to have paid off so 
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far. 

“Oh, it was definitely worth it,” Eirika said, “They and 
their friends have done some amazing work. They'll be a 
great asset.” 

“Even with their help, there’s still a lot to do. Planning the 
network eats up whole days at a time before I’ve realized I’ve 
even started. Sometimes Stewart or Ellie has to remind me to 
eat.” He shook his head and looked around the crowded 
square. “It takes a lot to feed even a fraction of one city, but 
it’s worth it.” 

“If you keep up the good work, you'll spread this out to a 
lot more than one city.” She raised a fist in a show of 
solidarity. “I’m proud of you, all of you.” Soren nodded and 
stood firm. “I should congratulate Stewart and Ellie too.” 

“They’re inside.” He tilted his head back at the temple 
doors. “Follow me.” 

He turned and walked away without waiting for Eirika to 
follow, and she had to skip forward to catch up. None of the 
others across the square so much as turned their heads as they 
passed. Through the temple doors, Eirika found almost as 
many people as there were out in front. Most sat relaxed on 
the benches and chatted amongst themselves, but a few were 
busy working. She found Ellie and Stewart standing and 
talking in a far corner, Ellie holding a book under her arm. 
Soren led her across the room without making any effort to 
announce his presence, but Eirika waved her hand high and 
smiled ear to ear when they drew close. 

Stewart turned first. “Hey, look at you!” he shouted at her, 
“T was wondering when I'd get to see that pretty face again.” 

Stewart’s shout startled Ellie into finding her too. “Good 
evening,” she said in her pleasant voice, bowing. 

“It's wonderful to see you all,” Eirika said as she arrived, 
and she bowed back. 

Ellie jerked up. “I’ve got to show you something,” she said 
before anyone else could get a word in. “Do you remember 
that foreign woman you told me about?” Eirika stared off for 
a moment, then smiled and nodded while Ellie pulled her 
book out from under her arm, a worn-out copy of Our 
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Master’s History. “I was afraid I might not get the chance to 
show you. I found someone in here.” The other three looked 
on as she flipped through the pages and settled on a spot in 
the middle. 

“Here!” She jabbed her finger onto the page. “There’s a 
woman who’s a head of the faith in here too. King Eliwood’s 
wife. While he was out conquering the neighboring lands, she 
tended to his people, gave them hope and faith in their 
Master, and even protected them from outsiders. I only wish I 
knew her name.” She sighed. “Oh, how many, many centuries 
ago she must've lived...” 

“See?” Eirika said, “Inspiration really is all around us, isn’t 
it?” 

Ellie smiled and nodded. “I apologize if I’m distracting 
you from more important matters, but I thought you might 
enjoy hearing about her.” 

“No apology necessary,” Eirika said, looking her in the 
eyes, “Thank you. It warms my heart to hear it.” 

“How long do we have you for, Eirika?” Stewart asked as 
Ellie snapped the book shut and tucked it back under her 
arm. 

Eirika frowned. “It seems I’ve got to be back at 
Cardarrian’s keep tomorrow, but I can stay for the night.” 

“We'd better make the most of it then,” Stewart said. 

Soren stared out at the people loitering around the temple. 
“Tm sure you've got important work of your own to get back 
to.” 

“Have you heard any more about aid from him?” Ellie 
asked. 

Eirika looked down and away. “I’m sorry. I just don’t 
know. I honestly don’t think Cardarrian’s aid would be good 
for us, not the way he is now. I’ve seen how he treats his 
people, and he’s stubborn. I’ve got to keep trying, but...” 

Ellie shook her head. “It’s alright. I’m glad you're trying, 
but we’ve never expected much from any noble.” 

“We'll take care of ourselves without him,” Soren said, 
“like we’ve been doing.” 

“But why are you going back to him then?” Ellie asked. 
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Eirika’s breath caught in her throat. “It’s—” She let out the 
breath. “It’s just that there are people I still want to help.” 

Stewart raised an eyebrow, and Ellie frowned. Soren spoke 
first though. “Whoever it is, you can do it. You should do it. 
The more people we help, the more people can help us back. 
And each other.” 

Eirika smiled at that. “Thank you, Soren.” Her eyes went 
wide. “Oh! Soren, and Stewart too.” All three of them turned 
to her. “I need to warn you two. That Tenar you stole from, he 
knows he’s been robbed, and he’s been loud about it to the 
other nobles. Thankfully, not many of them seem to care, but 
you ought to watch out. Keep yourselves safe.” 

“Good to know,” Stewart said in a low tone, “They don’t 
usually act on this sort of thing, but we’ll be careful.” 

“In any case,” Soren said, “with the way things are going, 
our thieving days could be behind us.” Ellie smiled at him, 
and he turned away. 

Eirika smiled too. “As long as we keep working together, 
there’s no doubt about that. Speaking of which, I’ve got two 
new leads for when your operation gets big enough to pursue 
them.” Ellie’s and Stewart’s eye widened, and Soren stood at 
attention. “I already told the Blue, but the people in the east 
market are suffering. It’s like how the west market was before 
their crew took over. The east market could really use 
someone like them, or like you all.” Soren nodded. “On the 
bright side, the farming villages in the southeast are banding 
together to share resources and protect each other from 
bandits. They know me, so they’ll be more likely to work with 
you if you mention my name.” 

“Thank you, Eirika,” Soren said, “I’ll write those down.” 

Stewart put a hand on Soren’s shoulder. “You’ve been 
working all day and night. Give yourself a break.” 

“Tagree,” Ellie said, “You deserve to rest.” 

Soren pursed his lips and furrowed his brow but nodded 
nonetheless. “Okay. Eirika’s only here for so long. We should 
try to enjoy ourselves.” 

“Then why don’t I get my bard’s show started?” Stewart 
said, “Eirika’s never seen me perform.” 
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Eirika clapped her hands together. “I’d love that!” 

“Yl grab my props,” Stewart said, turning to leave, “and 
I'll write down those leads of yours while I’m at it.” He 
strolled on through the center of the temple toward the doors. 

The others watched him push his way outside, then Ellie 
turned to Soren. “I guess I should go gather everyone up. I'll 
give a bit of a sermon to pass the time while Stewart gets 
ready.” She strolled over to her preaching space and turned to 
face the people hanging around the temple while Soren led 
Eirika to one of the benches, setting his sword down on the 
seat beside him. “Attention, everyone!” she shouted in a voice 
louder than she seemed capable of. 

“As restless as I’ve been lately,” Soren said once they’d sat 
down, “I’m going to take a step back and have some fun 
while you’re around.” Ellie bade her audience pause their 
work and gather across the benches. 

Eirika smiled at Soren. “Good! Everyone deserves a break. 
After all, what’s the point of helping people live longer if 
we're not helping them live happier too?” 

Soren nodded, looking out at Ellie. “You'll love it, Ellie’s 
sermon and Stewart’s show, I mean. I know you will.” 

Ellie walked to the doors and stepped outside, and 
through the thin walls they heard her shouting for anyone 
interested to come in. Eirika clasped her hands together and 
shot Soren an excited smile. He didn’t turn his head, but he 
smiled back nonetheless. 

When Ellie reentered the temple, a line of people followed 
behind her, those who'd been talking and working outside. 
She marched down the center walkway between the benches, 
her dress flowing behind, her head held high, and her face 
serene. Soren watched, smiling and tapping his fingers. Eirika 
leaned forward in anticipation as Ellie reached her preaching 
space and turned once again to face her audience, waiting for 
the stragglers to take their seats. 

Once they'd settled, Ellie spoke. “We have a guest today, a 
traveler.” Her voice projected across the room, and yet it 
maintained its usual sweetness despite its volume. “Eirika...” 
She gestured to her. “Has inspired in us the motivation to 
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make such remarkable strides as we’ve made in the past week. 
She brings us news from outside the capital, and she speaks 
to those in power on behalf of the people.” Eirika bowed her 
head while others looked on but remained silent. “We have 
the utmost confidence in her efforts and wish her the best. 

“And on that note, I’d like to congratulate and thank you 
all for your efforts and accomplishments. We’re finally 
starting to see some progress in providing the least fortunate 
among us with what we need to survive. There’s still a long 
way to go, but with our Master’s direction and our strength of 
conviction, I know we’ll reach our goals and beyond.” She 
opened her book and looked down into it. 

“Our Master’s History is full of unlikely heroes gaining 
His favor to alter the balance of power and change the course 
of history, kind souls aiding those in need. And His history is 
still in the making. We find inspiration all around us, from 
every source. He instructs us in all manner of ways and 
shows us that no matter who we are, we deserve to live 
happy lives, achieve our goals, and be who we ought to be. 
But to achieve what we deserve we must work together. We 
must use each of our unique strengths to our advantage if 
we're going to make sure each of us gets what we need.” 

Eirika heard the doors shift behind her, and she turned to 
find Stewart dressed in his colorful performance outfit and 
carrying an armful of wooden props. Ellie fell silent and 
nodded to him as he made his way toward her, waving and 
grinning at members of the crowd as he passed. The audience 
looked on in silence, and Ellie refrained from speaking again 
until Stewart had reached her side. “Speaking of which, I’m 
sure we’re all familiar with how instructive Stewart's stories 
can be.” Some of the audience laughed. “Stewart, you have 
my blessing.” 

Ellie stepped to the back of the temple while Stewart set 
his props on the floor. “Why thank you, Ellie. I don’t know if I 
could ever top your presence.” He bowed to her, then his 
audience, and then he reached down to shuffle his props 
around. “It should just take me a moment to get ready.” 

The people, happy at his presence, chatted with one 
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another while they waited. Eirika watched him sort some of 
his props into little groups before turning to Soren. “I like the 
way Ellie preaches,” she said, “A lot of preachers make faith 
into an obligation, but she knows how to provide real 
comfort.” 

Soren nodded and let out a quiet sigh. “She knows what 
we need to hear. We’re all more concerned with this world 
than the next right now, and like you said, she gives us 
comfort.” He looked down. “I’m not sure what use I’d have 
for a god or an afterlife anyway but...” He rocked forward, 
then back. “But I always like hearing her talk about them.” 
Eirika nodded. 

Stewart had assembled a few planks of wood into a 
makeshift wall rising to his knees and surrounding him in the 
front, and Soren and Eirika turned to give him their full 
attention while he put on a cloth hat in the vague shape of a 
crown. “Tonight, I figured I’d honor our guest by starting off 
with the story she reminded me of on her last visit.” He flared 
his colorful garment. “Though it might not be the version 
she’s familiar with. Prince Hector the traveler!” 

The crowd applauded, and Eirika saw Ellie chuckle while 
leaning against the back wall. He waited for the people to 
calm before beginning his show. “A while back, a few 
hundreds or thousands of years ago if my math is right, in a 
kingdom suspiciously like ours, the crown prince Hector was 
bored out of his mind. Bored of his courtly lessons, bored of 
the palace entertainment, bored of his stuffy family, bored of 
his own boredom. 

“He took up all kinds of hobbies...” Stewart read a piece of 
bark that fell apart in his hands, then played a stick like a flute, 
whistling a short tune. Then he picked up and juggled three 
balls he’d stashed behind his little wall before throwing them 
off to the sides in mock exasperation. “...,But none of them 
held his interest. The ladies of the palace held no interest to 
him either...” He brought a hand to the side of his mouth and 
play whispered, “...and I imagine the gentlemen didn’t have 
good enough technique for our picky prince.” The crowd 
laughed. 
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“So, Hector thought to himself, ‘if nothing in my own 
castle will sate my thirst, then I’d better look someplace else!’” 
He picked up a large stick and held it between his legs like a 
flying broomstick before kicking over the planks in front of 
him. “Off I go!” He skipped on over to Eirika. “What have 
you got for me, wench?” She giggled, but before she could say 
anything, he was off and away to someone else. He bounced 
all over the room making comments at various audience 
members, some cruder than others, then skipped to the front 
doors and burst through. “Maybe someone out here has what 
I need,” he said, standing in the open doorway. “Oho! There 
really is someone out here. What can I do for you, sir?” 

For the next few seconds, the only sound was the 
audience’s laughter, but as it faded, a loud but bitter laugh 
rang through from outside, far away but drawing closer by 
the second. Eirika gripped her legs, her eyes wide, and she 
bolted up and ran back through the temple between the 
benches. Her knees buckled when she saw the Green Cavalier 
crossing the square, but she forced herself steady and 
marched the rest of the way. 

Nathan’s laughter calmed alongside that of the people 
inside. “One fat little man with an unkempt beard and that 
cheap eyesore... thing around you. You meet Niles Tenar’s 
description perfectly. I must thank you. You’ve been 
remarkably easy for a mark who wasn’t worth any of the 
other knights’ time.” His armor shone in the fading sunlight. 

“IT see my reputation precedes me,” Stewart said, 
struggling to remain cheerful. Soren had followed Eirika to 
the doors, and others were rising from their seats to see what 
the commotion was about. 

Nathan ignored Stewart’s comment, and his remaining 
sneer faded when he saw Eirika. “I suppose I shouldn’t be 
surprised to find you here as well. Disrepute does stick to 
disrepute.” 

“We're only holding a faithful gathering with some light 
entertainment, good sir,” Ellie said from within the group that 
had gathered behind Stewart and Eirika. “We don’t get much 
of that in our humble lives, but we’re glad to have men like 
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you protecting us.” 

Nathan pointed at Stewart and shouted to the people 
behind him. “This pathetic little man has stolen from royalty! 
He’s got no right to my protection!” Stewart took a step back, 
and the crowd whispered amongst itself. Only Eirika 
remained stiff still. “I also happen to know that he had an 
accomplice. Do any of you lowlifes wish to hand him over 
and get in good with your betters?” 

Before Eirika could react, Soren passed her, then Stewart, 
and stood before the knight. Eirika bit her lip and took a step 
forward. “That would be me,” Soren said. Eirika only saw the 
sword as he pulled it over his shoulder. 

“Don’t!” Eirika shouted, running up in front of him. The 
crowd gasped. 

Nathan snickered and pulled out his own sword, nearly 
identical to Soren’s. “I see jewels aren’t the only things you’ve 
stolen.” 

“Please, Sir Nathan,” Eirika pleaded, standing between the 
armed men, “They've only done what they had to in order to 
eat. You-” She looked Nathan in the eye. “Surely, you can 
understand their situation.” 

“You think me so weak minded?!” Nathan demanded of 
her. “So gullible?!” His sneer returned. “Never be the one to 
get caught. Be the one to catch. The girly one could have 
pointed his finger at another. I honestly wouldn’t have cared. 
He chose to confess. What happens to them, and to you for 
that matter, is no one’s fault but your own.” 

He swung at Eirika’s side, but she slapped it down with 
the back of her hand. As the tip of his blade hit the ground, 
she glared at him, visibly clenching her teeth, her whole body 
shaking. Soren stepped to her side, once again clutching his 
blade and grinning while Stewart moved to her opposite side. 
Nathan made to step back, but before any more could be done, 
Eirika held an arm in front of Soren. 

“Leave,” she told Nathan in a low tone. “Leave these 
people in peace. Never show your face to them or to me again. 
Never do harm to anyone beneath you.” 

Nathan grimaced, and it took him a moment to build the 
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courage to speak. “The strength of knights trumps your little 
band. Lay a hand on me and your deaths won’t be quick.” He 
took a few slow steps back while his three opponents stood 
firm. “That’s what I thought.” He turned and walked away as 
quickly as he could while maintaining some semblance of 
dignity. Eirika let out a sigh of relief. 

Soren watched him leave. “We have to go after him,” he 
whispered, “We have to kill him.” 

“No.” Eirika looked him in the eyes, forcing him to return 
her gaze. “Killing is a compromise,” she said in a calm voice, 
“Once you start compromising, where do you stop? How can 
you tell when it’s okay and when it’s not? When do you stop 
being a hero?” Soren broke her gaze and turned away. 

“Well then, we've got to get everyone out of here,” Stewart 
said from behind her, “Find someplace to hide. You heard 
him. He'll be back with more knights.” 

Eirika shook her head. “Stay here, all of you. You'll be safe 
here. You're all going to be okay.” She didn’t look okay 
herself. “T’ll take care of this. Please, just trust me.” 

Soren and Stewart studied her with concern, then Soren 
nodded, put his sword away, and led Stewart back to the 
temple without another word. She didn’t bother to look 
behind her as she walked away as confidently as she could 
manage, and she never saw how any of the others reacted or 
what they did next. 

With the sun having vanished at the exact moment of 
Nathan’s departure, she couldn’t see the knight through the 
darkness. She could only hear his footsteps fading in the 
distance ahead of her. Without making a sound, she ran the 
remainder of the open area and into the alley he’d 
disappeared through. The sound of his footsteps echoed in 
her ears, but she never got close enough to see him nor for 
him to see her. 

Following the sound, she headed further south through 
the winding alleyways, across the main street near the eastern 
edge of the city, and down a few more roads that led 
inevitably to the river. The further she walked, the more she 
hesitated, but she pressed forward nonetheless. After a few 
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more minutes that felt like hours, she emerged from a street 
into the open square just north of the river. She froze, staring 
agape at the man as he stepped onto the bridge. For some 
time, she couldn’t bring herself to move, but she took a deep 
breath and steeled herself to continue. Striding forward across 
the square, she stepped onto the bridge just as he was about 
to reach the other side. 

“Nate!” 

He stopped in his tracks, his body jerking stiff at the noise. 
The silence hung unbearably. Then, bit by bit, he shifted 
around and faced his pursuer. “You persist in presuming to 
call me that.” His voice was flat. “I will not tolerate it. I will 
not tolerate you any longer, you or your kind.” 

“Do you remember when Mom used to tell us the story of 
Lady Eirika?” She swallowed. “I do.” At first the words didn’t 
register. “It was supposed to scare people. I always knew 
that.” Her eyes glistened. “But the way I remember it, Mom 
never told it that way. It didn’t feel like a warning coming 
from her. I don’t know. Maybe that’s just what I want to 
believe.” Nathan’s eyes flashed, then darted about examining 
every detail of her face. “There are a lot of things I’d like to 
remember better than they actually were.” 

“You're a liar.” 

“What I really want to say is I’m sorry.” She rubbed her 
arm and looked down at her feet as Nathan took a step 
toward her. “I’m sorry that when Mom died, I became your 
responsibility.” 

“You're dead.” It was a whisper. 

“You shouldn’t have had to bear that.” She closed the 
distance between them, matching Nathan’s awkward, slow 
pace. “I’m sorry for being a burden on you, and I’m sorry I 
couldn’t be a positive part of your life.” They met at the center 
of the bridge, Eirika avoiding Nathan’s gaze as he stared in 
horror at the strange and familiar woman in front of him. 
They stood inches apart. “But most of all I’m sorry, I’m so, so 
sorry, that I can’t help you now.” 

Nathan tried to gasp, but his breath caught in his throat, 
jerking itself up a few more times before devolving into a 
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gurgle. His eyes turned down, twitching, to see Eirika’s 
sword pressed into him right below his breastplate. It yanked 
up, twisted, and yanked side to side. Nathan slumped, and 
Eirika took hold of him with her free hand. Step by step, she 
walked him to the side of the bridge where she leaned him 
over the stone barrier and slid her sword out of him, letting 
him drop to the water below. 

Eirika looked herself over with lifeless eyes. Only her 
sword had been dirtied. She walked to the south end of the 
bridge, hand and hilt scraping the top of the barrier, and 
descended the steps to the edge of the water. Kneeling with 
her hands out in genuflection, she watched the red wash back 
into pink as the water rushed over her weapon. Then, when 
she was once again capable of movement, she stood up tall 
and walked off into the night. 
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21 
THE RIGHT CHOICE 


The glaring sunlight through the narrow corridor between 
buildings pulled an unwilling Eirika back awake, though not 
much alive. The stone beneath her was as hard as the wall 
behind, but that discomfort didn’t budge her one bit. It was 
the light through her eyelids that got her to move. Her legs 
refused to hold her weight, dropping her into the wall when 
she attempted to stand. She held her forehead with one hand 
while holding herself up with the other, taking a few heavy 
breaths. Her breathing calmed into a slow silence, and her 
eyes glazed over. 

Then she was away from the wall, drifting out into the 
street with her cloak hung lopsided over her shoulders. The 
city blurred as she wandered its streets, and time refused to 
pass. Her shoulders hunched. She scraped her nails against 
the brick beside her trying to restore her senses, but the 
moment she let go, they were gone again. So, she kept on 
wandering in whichever direction her feet and the city would 
take her. 

In time, she saw Cathe across a street standing at the side 
of a square, and her eyes rose back from the dead. Behind the 
square, she found the barracks and kat pens where a not 
insubstantial number of Cardarrian’s men wandered the area. 
They’d both been there before. She walked closer to Cathe, 
and Cathe saw her too, glancing at her before turning away 
with what looked like a brief frown. Eirika’s energy dropped. 
By the time she reached Cathe, she didn’t have the heart to 
say the first word, and she stopped beside her without 
indicating any emotion. So, Cathe was forced to speak. 
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“T thought you might find me here if I waited long enough. 
I...” She struggled to speak. “I’m sorry about yesterday.” 
Eirika looked down. “If it’s any consolation, you'll find out 
what all’s going on soon. We’re going to make life better for 
everyone, and I won’t have to hide my identity anymore.” 
She still didn’t look at Eirika. “Soon.” Her mouth opened, but 
it took a moment for any more words to get out. “I didn’t kill 
anyone this time.” She let out an awkward chuckle. 

Eirika’s body shook, and she took a step to steady herself, 
breathing quick, quiet gasps for the next few seconds before 
calming back into numbness. Cathe didn’t see any of that. She 
was too busy looking at the pens. Cardarrian’s soldiers took 
up enough space to obscure her view, but she looked through 
them nonetheless while Eirika stared at nothing. 

“We ought to get going,” Cathe whispered, and she 
walked away toward the pens. 

Eirika followed her inside, and before she could process 
anything, they’d climbed their fully packed kats and were 
riding back out. Despite the lack of traffic on the streets, they 
rode west at a slow trot across the south side of the city. None 
of the pedestrians or other riders concerned them, nor did 
anyone concern themselves with them as far as Eirika could 
tell in her state. The buildings all looked identical. It took an 
eternity to reach the main southern gate, but by the time they 
were there, no time had passed at all. The men at the gate 
didn’t bother with them as they passed by. 

Once outside, they abandoned the crowd, drifting off the 
east side of the road and making their way south. Further and 
further, they listed to the east with the forest far to the south 
growing ever closer, and without a word between them, they 
were there. Into the forest where everything looked the same, 
they kept their slow pace. 

After some time had passed, Eirika saw once more that 
lonely bridge over the river. Looking at Cathe for the first 
time since they’d started riding, she witnessed her 
companion’s sad lifeless expression sync up with the old 
bridge. Beneath their kats’ feet on both sides, she found bits of 
stone that may have been carved, broken down architecture, 
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but they were too small to tell for certain. She thought she 
saw a bit of something silvery, but she wasn’t paying enough 
attention. Regardless, the place felt ancient and dead. 

They kept quiet, and then they’d crossed the bridge and 
put the old place behind them once again. In time, they 
emerged out of the forest to move southeast across the field, 
the road from the capital shrinking away behind them. Then 
Cardarrian’s military camp blinked into existence ahead. His 
town and castle on the hill were next. Eirika stared wide eyed 
and breathless at the keep while Cathe watched the grass. 

Eirika had sunk into a tense slump when Cathe led them 
around to the east side of the hill toward the main road and 
town gate. The travelers on the road may have noticed when 
Cathe cut ahead of them in line, but neither she nor Eirika 
bothered to look. They pushed their way through along the 
edge of the road until they were all the way up to the closed 
gate. 

“Open up. I haven’t got the patience for formality right 
now.” Cathe glared the guard down from atop her kat. 

The man scowled back up at her, but Cathe’s glare was 
more powerful. He sighed and turned away to get the gate 
open. For a moment, the travelers beside them turned to each 
other and grinned in triumph, but their smiles vanished when 
guards stepped forward to hold them back while Cathe and 
Eirika entered the city. Eirika saw some of them getting 
turned away before the gate closed behind her, but she just 
turned her gaze back to the ground. The ride up through the 
city was empty and uneventful, and Eirika didn't bother 
checking on how the locals were faring with their usual 
zealous watch. 

At the top of the hill, they were forced to stop while the 
guard took his deliberate time getting the gate open. Cathe 
pursed her lips and furrowed her brow at the gate as it rose, 
but Eirika just stared on. Then they were riding into the dirt 
yard where Cardarrian’s men were busier and more plentiful 
than Eirika had ever seen them before. They fell limp off their 
kats, Cathe and Eirika in turn, and as busy as the men were, it 
was more than a few seconds before the kats were gone. Then 
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as the kats were led away and Cathe was turning to the doors, 
Eirika’s head jerked up. 

James marched right toward them from around the distant 
corner, a spring in his step and a smile on his face. The red in 
the Red Cavalier’s armor sank in, and Eirika took a half step 
back. She clenched her jaw, steadied herself, and smiled back 
at him just in time for him to park himself in front of her. 

“Excellent!” He stood fully composed before her. “I’d 
hoped you’d return before-" His mouth clamped shut. 
“Forgive me. I’m not permitted to say.” Cathe cringed and 
folded her arms behind Eirika. 

“That's okay,” Eirika said. Her eyes hung low, and she 
struggled with what little energy she had. Her sheepish smile, 
though, was genuine. “I...” She forced herself to look up at 
the man’s face. “I think we should talk more, spend some 
more time together. I want us to have a good relationship.” 

James nodded, and he shuffled his feet, holding his arms 
stiff to maintain a confident image. “Unfortunately, I’ve been 
excessively busy as of late. Planning for the future, Lord 
Cardarrian’s improvements, I mean. And I’m sure you and—” 
His smile faded for a moment as he tilted his head at Cathe. 
“need to report to him. Perhaps later tonight if you'd like or 
else tomorrow. I’ll be staying in the barracks for the time 
being.” 

Eirika’s smile grew. “Yes, yes. I'll look forward to it.” He 
gave her a stiff bow, and she bowed back as he walked past 
her and hurried away. 

Eirika was still smiling when she glanced at Cathe, who 
grimaced and declined to return her gaze. Eirika’s smile fell, 
and her eyes lost their focus. The world retreated into its blur. 
When Cathe moved for the door without saying a word, 
Eirika stood despondent for a time before following her inside 
like a reluctant pet. 

The doors swung shut behind her with a thud, and she 
flinched. The low light of the keep did nothing to brighten her 
mood. Cathe was already halfway across the room, and Eirika 
stumbled to catch up. They wound their way through the 
halls and up the spiral staircase to the second floor, passing a 
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few servants along the way. Cathe didn’t stop to chat, and 
Eirika barely noticed them to begin with. The whole time, she 
was Staring at the back of Cathe’s head. 

Her fingers twitched when she saw the door to the 
meeting room down the hall, but when Lord Cardarrian 
appeared from around the corner, her whole body froze up. 
Her eyes turned down, and her breath quickened. Cathe 
hastened to the side of the door and opened it for him, 
bowing deeply, and seeing this, Eirika grew just enough 
nerve to bow as well. 

“Thank you, Catherine,” Cardarrian said, standing tall 
above her. He only glanced at Eirika for a split second. 

“It’s my pleasure, father.” Her frustration had vanished, 
and her voice shook just enough for Eirika to hear. 

Without another word, Cardarrian stepped through the 
door with Cathe and Eirika following close behind. Eirika 
pulled the door shut behind her, and the three of them found 
their seats at the table, Cardarrian first and Eirika last. Eirika 
stared down at the wood in front of her, but Cardarrian 
commanded her attention when he gave her his at last. 

“Do you know how highly James has been speaking on 
your behalf since you and my daughter last set off?” He 
didn’t stop to observe Eirika’s uncomfortable and 
embarrassed smile. “Nonstop, he sings of your potential as an 
asset. Personally, I think he’s just smitten, and that can blind 
one to certain faults. But nonetheless, he’s convinced me I 
ought to give you more consideration. Perhaps I could 
arrange for you two to spend more time together once there’s 
not so much work to be done.” 

Eirika turned away from both Cardarrians, but her 
conflicting feelings were obvious. She didn’t see if the lord 
reacted to them at all. “Come then,” he said, “I’ll have to 
speak with Catherine in private, so you may now inform me 
of what you’ve observed and accomplished.” 

Eirika attempted to meet his gaze, but she couldn’t hold it 
for long. All emotion absent, she gathered the will to speak. 
“In both the west market and the capital, some of the common 
people have come together to help each other get through the 
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consequences of their poor rulership.” She swallowed. 
“They're kind to one another, and they’ve managed to make 
life more bearable. I did what I could for them.” 

Cardarrian gave her a puzzled smile. “Is that the case?” He 
sighed. “Well, they won’t have to bother for much longer. 
We'll be setting right the Tenars’ decadence very soon. You 
can rest confident in that.” 

“May...” Cardarrian looked her over as she built up a 
sliver of courage. “May I ask how you intend to help them, to 
fix their problems with the other nobles?” 

“Patience.” His voice was stern. “You'll learn soon enough. 
You ought to look forward to it.” 

“Father...” Cardarrian turned to his daughter and 
narrowed his eyes. Cathe leaned away from him, scraping her 
teeth against her lower lip. “Are we sure? I mean, are we sure 
we're ready? Are we confident this is all for the best?” 

“Apparently, one of us is not yet ready.” Cathe flinched 
and looked down at the table. “It’s taken a long time and an 
incredible amount of work to get to this point. The king is 
growing dangerously observant, the merchants are preparing 
their bid at illegitimate power, and there may already be 
foreign agents in the kingdom.” Eirika caught the corner of 
his eye for just a moment before he refocused onto Cathe. “If 
even now you're not fully in agreement, if your views at all 
differ from mine, that only means I’ve not done my job 
properly.” 

Cathe shrank even further from her father, and Eirika sat 
frozen to her chair. Cardarrian looked back and forth between 
the two young women, grinding his teeth. His eyes settled on 
Eirika. “You most certainly should be spending your time 
with James. I never would’ve imagined his will could be 
stronger than that of my own daughter.” Cathe looked on the 
verge of tears. “Yes, that would be best for everyone involved. 
Until he’s free, though, you'll stay in the room we've granted 
you before. You’re dismissed.” 

Eirika turned to the door, but she paused. She looked back 
over her shoulder at Cathe, who turned away from her. 
Cardarrian stared her down, and she soon relented, pushing 
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up from her chair and hurrying out of the room. She pushed 
the door shut and leaned back against it, breathing fast. Over 
what was probably too long of a time, she settled back into an 
empty emotionless state. She didn’t bother to listen in on 
whatever Cardarrian must’ve been saying on the other side of 
the door. Instead, she picked herself up and walked away, 
arriving at her room on the next floor up without feeling like 
she’d ever ascended. 

For a time, she sat on the bed, her cloak and sword thrown 
on the floor beside her. After what might’ve been minutes, the 
door cracked open and two servants stepped into her 
peripheral vision. She didn’t budge. Seeing the state that she 
was in, the two walked around the bed and stood at attention 
in front of her, but she still did nothing. 

“Ma’am?” Eirika recognized Gerdy’s voice. 

She raised her head. “I’m sorry,” she said in a monotone, 
“Ts there anything I can do for you?” 

“Er, no,” Gerdy said. 

“We're here to give you your lunch.” His voice was terse. 
Eirika didn’t recognize the young man, but she saw at last the 
food and water he was carrying. He placed them on the small 
table by the side of the bed, eyeing Eirika the whole time. 

“T can get you changed into something more comfortable if 
you'd like,” Gerdy said with a smile, “so we can wash your 
clothes. I’ll have Petre step out.” 

Eirika stood up and dragged her feet to the dresser in 
which she found a simple dress and a set of underclothes. 
“Can I ask you two something?” 

“Anything you'd like,” Gerdy said. 

“Have either of you seen how your lord treats Cathe when 
no one else is around?” 

Gerdy sputtered and avoided looking at Eirika. Petre, 
however, gritted his teeth. “When he gets angry, he takes it 
out on us too.” 

“Petre!” Gerdy’s eyes darted back and forth between him 
and Eirika. 

Petre ignored her. “I don’t know who you are, but I know 
you've been a big cause of his anger lately. You ought to keep 
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your head down.” 

Gerdy bowed low. “I- I deeply apologize for his 
behavior.” 

Eirika shook her head, having neglected to change her 
expression the whole time they’d been talking. “Thank you 
for your honesty, Petre. Thank you both for your kindness 
and your service.” 

Petre’s anger deflated, and he bowed briefly before 
hurrying out of the room. Eirika watched the door close 
behind him. Then she looked back at the dresser, then at 
Gerdy. Without a word, she stripped down and slipped on 
the dress while Gerdy stood there with nothing to do. When 
she handed Gerdy her folded up outfit, Gerdy bowed one last 
time with Eirika belatedly bowing back and then left the 
room. 

Over some time, Eirika consumed her meal. Much of her 
time was spent sitting motionless on the bed, but nevertheless, 
the food left its plate. She saw her empty dishes and looked 
around the room, her eyes settling on the sword at her feet. 
Bending over to pick it up, she pulled it half out of its sheath 
and stared down at the shining blade. A flash of her eyes’ 
reflection caught her off guard, and she threw it back to the 
ground, bolting to her feet in a cold sweat. 

Then she was out of the room, meandering about the keep 
and preventing herself from feeling too much. At any point, 
she could’ve been in any part of the building, and it would’ve 
made no difference. It all looked the same. Occasionally, a 
servant would cross her path, but they always made a point 
of avoiding her. She never reacted to it. At one point, she saw 
a man in armor. It must’ve been the ground floor. It wasn’t 
James though; he’d still be busy working all day long. 

When she wound up back at her room, her empty plate 
and glass had been replaced with a new meal. It had been that 
long. Her outfit lay clean and folded on the bed, and a smile 
of appreciation threatened to turn the corner of her lips. It 
soon vanished, though, and she sat to eat her dinner in 
mindless silence like she’d done with the previous meal. 
Halfway through, she spotted her sword still half unsheathed 
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on the floor, and she kicked it back in. 

She finished her meal faster than she’d eaten her lunch, 
and without pause, she threw her outfit in the dresser where 
she’d found the dress and went back to the bed. She laid 
down on top of the sheets. Then she sat up. Then she laid 
down again. At some point, a servant came in and took her 
dishes, but she barely noticed. She was sitting up, and by this 
point it was probably well after dark. 

Her foot tapped the stone floor, and she stood, staring 
hard at the wall in front of her. Her breathing slowed. When 
her gaze dropped, she forced it up and over at the door, and 
she stood staring. A second later, she was out of the room 
again, her hand brushing the wall as she walked down the 
hallway. Dim orange candlelight still illuminated the place, 
but it was dead silent with no one else around. Finding the 
spiral staircase, she paused, her lips pressed between her 
teeth. She inched toward it forestalling her arrival, but no 
matter her intentions, she did indeed arrive. 

She took one lonely step down, then stopped. Her gaze 
turned to the stairs beneath her as they spiraled all the way 
down to the ground floor where the barracks sat outside, the 
barracks that James must’ve been resting in right then. She 
stared down, frozen in place. Each moment passed as if it 
would be the last before she moved again, walked down 
those stairs. Then she turned to her right and walked up to 
the fourth floor. 

With bated breath, she snuck through the halls of the top 
floor of the keep. There was no one else up here either, no 
guards placed at any of the doors. Before she could formulate 
enough thought to doubt herself, she’d climbed that last 
staircase up the northwestern tower and arrived at that final 
door. Pausing only a moment, she grabbed the handle and 
twisted, slipping inside as smoothly as she could. 

Cathe bolted upright in her bed, her dagger gripped tight 
in her hand. The room was small, circular, filling the whole of 
its tower. A window looked out over the northwest castle 
wall below, and a good-sized sword hung on the wall to its 
left, fancy but sharp. Cathe’s bed was simple but soft, and her 
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nightclothes were no fancier than anything the servants 
might’ve worn. She squinted to get a look at her intruder. 
“Eirika?” She let go of her dagger, and her eyes widened in 
confusion. 

Eirika walked to the bed. Words wouldn’t come out, and 
as she sat down on the side of the bed, she stared dead-eyed 
at the wall. Tears rolled down her cheeks. 

Cathe gripped her legs, her eyes filled with dread. “What's 
wrong?” She threw off her covers and pushed herself to 
Eirika’s side. 

“T killed him.” Cathe’s breath stopped. “Nathan Herth. He 
was... I killed him.” She let out a quiet sob. 

Cathe looked down, and for a time, she couldn’t speak. 
“Hey...” she got out, “I’m sorry.” She swallowed, then 
reached out her hand, hesitated, and retracted it. “I’m sorry 
you had to... mean...” She let out a short breath. “I’m bad at 
this.” 

Eirika shook her head. “He was horrible. He was always 
horrible, and he was going to get more people killed.” Her 
words came out slow and uneven. “But I wanted to save him, 
I wanted to fix him. More than anyone else.” Her breath 
caught in her throat. “I never should’ve tried. You were right. 
You were right from the start about him and about me. I can’t 
live up to my own standards, and I should stop trying to.” 

“No!” Cathe shouted a bit too loud. Eirika clamped her 
mouth shut and looked up at her companion, the fear in her 
eyes reflected in Cathe’s. “I’ve never met anyone like you, 
Eirika. I shouldn’t have...” She struggled with her thoughts. 
“It’s my fault. I never should’ve brought you here. I never 
should’ve made you work for my father. I’m stopping you 
from being you, from doing what you ought to be doing. I’m 
ruining you.” 

Eirika opened her mouth to protest, but Cathe raised a 
hand to silence her. “I can never be like you, Eirika. I can’t 
leave my father.” She swallowed hard. “But you can.” She 
looked down at her hands. “You need to leave. Get away 
from here. Get away from me. Do what you know is right. I’m 
holding you back, and I’m afraid...” She looked straight into 
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Eirika’s eyes. “Look, no matter what happens, don’t let me 
drag you down. Leave this place. Forget about me, but don’t 
give up on yourself. Promise me that.” 

Eirika’s breathing smoothed out, and she took a long, deep 
breath. “Thank you,” she managed to get out. “I won’t give 
up.” Cathe looked down at her lap and nodded. “You deserve 
a world that lets you love yourself, a world that lets you see 
all the good you do for people. And we both deserve a world 
without necessary evils.” Cathe looked up and was captured 
by Eirika’s eyes. Eirika spoke with purpose. “I promise that I 
will never give up on you.” Cathe’s breath caught in her 
throat, and she blinked back tears. She couldn’t bring herself 
to speak. “I’m glad you kept me around. Getting to know you 
better is worth it alone.” 

Cathe sat frozen with her eyes wide, unable to process her 
emotions. Eirika stared at her, tears drying on her cheeks, 
then leaned forward and embraced her. Cathe remained stiff 
as Eirika wrapped one arm around her back and placed the 
other on the back of her head. She stared down at Eirika’s 
shoulder. Then her eyes closed, and she relaxed into it, 
comfort washing over her at last. 
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22 


ANOTHER 
INTERPRETATION 


“Gerdy!” Gerdy, carrying a basket of cloth, turned to see 
Eirika hopping down the stairs, her cloak flowing behind her. 
She gave a polite smile and a nod, but Eirika spoke in a 
hushed voice once she’d scuttled over to her. “No one else 
will talk to me.” She shook her head. “I can hardly blame 
them. You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want, but 
do you have any idea what’s going on with Cathe today? Is 
she okay?” 

It was late morning. After eating her breakfast, Eirika had 
taken a round of the lower floors of the keep, looking out for 
Cathe and asking any servants she’d come across if they’d 
seen her. So far, she’d had no luck, and she hadn’t dared 
climb to the fourth floor for fear of incurring Cardarrian’s 
wrath. 

Gerdy stepped over to the wall holding her basket against 
her stomach, and Eirika raised her hood over her head. “The 
lord’s keeping her isolated, and he’s angrier than usual. She’s 
putting up with it about as well as she always does.” 

“She shouldn’t have to.” 

Gerdy nodded. “I know.” She looked back and forth down 
the hallway. “I never said any of this, though. I’m only telling 
you because I know you care about her as much as I do.” 

The previous night, Eirika had left Cathe alone in her room 
and gone to sleep in her own room one floor below. How well 
Cathe had been able to sleep that night, Eirika had never 
learned. She grimaced. “I wish I could do something. I know 
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I’d only make things worse, but...” 

“Yeah.” Gerdy looked away. “We're all powerless. All I’ve 
got is faith that she’ll be okay in the end. She always toughs it 
out.” As another servant rounded the corner, Gerdy hurried 
away before Eirika could thank her for the talk. 

Eirika looked at her feet, then around the hall. After Gerdy 
vanished into a room and the other servant passed her by, 
avoiding her gaze, there was no one else in sight. She looked 
back to the stairs, then down the hall toward the front of the 
keep. Narrowing her eyes and clenching her fists, she picked 
up her feet and walked at a steady pace. Before crossing paths 
with anyone else, she was in the front room and then out the 
doors. 

The yard was as full of soldiers as it’d been the day before, 
the men paying her no mind as they ran to and fro. She 
watched them go about their business, standing at the center 
of it all, then turned to the town gate. She stared at the gate 
that led out to the city then across the yard in the direction of 
the barracks. After steadying herself and taking a deep breath, 
she took one last look at the gate and walked along the side of 
the keep. 

Rounding the corner, she jumped as she walked right into 
the image of a stag on bright red steel. Stumbling back, she 
took a few short breaths seeing red, then green, then red 
before calming herself and standing straight with as much 
grace as she could muster. “Good morning James,” she 
sputtered out in a halfway sweet voice. 

James grew an awkward smile and rubbed his forehead. “I 
apologize. I startled you.” 

Eirika giggled and shook her head, breathing easy again. 
“Don’t worry about it. 1 know you’d never hurt me.” 

His smile turned more confident. “I would never. Um...” 
He looked away for a moment before regaining his 
confidence. “Regardless, I’m glad to see you.” His voice 
turned quick and formal. “All preparations for our next 
moves are now complete, so I’ve been allowed the day to rest. 
I’d hoped we could spend it together since I didn’t get to see 
you last night.” 
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Eirika nodded and smiled, her eyes wide. “I’d be honored. 
Every moment we were apart, I hoped you’d be willing to 
provide me with more teachings upon my return. And...” 
She shuffled her feet while keeping her eyes laser focused on 
his. “Spend some of your leisure time with me as well.” 

James's shoulders relaxed, but his posture grew somehow 
even taller. “Then we should find a place to sit. Come.” 
Without a moment’s hesitation, he turned and marched 
toward the barracks. 

Eirika followed in step, and the two walked through the 
training ground as soldiers sparred around them. She 
watched the men practice, pushing each other to their limits 
while nonetheless wearing broad smiles and pitching friendly 
verbal jabs alongside the physical ones. For the first time, 
Eirika noticed an excitement in the men’s eyes that hadn’t 
been present on previous visits. They’d always looked stern 
and disciplined, but now their sparring was play. It made her 
smile, so much so that she thought nothing of the stack of 
yellow cloth and steel set aside in a corner of the barracks. 

“Have you eaten yet?” James asked as they entered. 

“IT ate breakfast, but it’s been a while. I’d be happy to 
spend lunch with you if you'd like.” She leaned against the 
side of one of the tables as she looked up at him. 

James grew flustered. “I would be as well, then,” he 
managed to get out. “You there!” he shouted at a man 
walking past, “Find the servants and tell them to fetch us a 
couple of meals. Decent quality, not rations.” Once the man 
had sped off, he turned back to Eirika. “They ought to arrive 
soon. Our lord’s servants are the quickest in the kingdom.” 

“Don’t make them work themselves to death on my 
account,” Eirika said, sitting and leaning against the table to 
look up at James. “I’ve got more than enough patience.” 

James sat across from her. “How like you.” His tone was 
only a little condescending. “We've got to help them maintain 
their discipline.” Eirika nodded and smiled, hiding her 
concern, and James took that as permission to change the 
subject. “You have a promising future ahead of you, Eirika. 
You’re a fast learner. I’d hoped you could play a larger part in 
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our next moves.” He shook his head. “But Lord Cardarrian 
won't have it, so I want you to play along with our plan when 
it plays out. I’ll give you instructions when the time comes, 
and we'll make our lord see your potential.” 

Eirika flung her hand to her chest. “I’m... I’m flattered!” 
She straightened her posture and tightened her fists. “I won’t 
let you down, and I know you won't let me down either. I 
know how much you're capable of.” 

James laughed to himself. “Your trust is most appreciated. 
We'll accomplish great things together, but let’s not concern 
ourselves with that right now. What would you like to do 
today?” 

“Hmm...” She tapped her forehead and looked up as if 
racking her brain. “Well, if you’re up for providing me with 
some more education...” She leaned across the table, and 
James struggled to keep eye contact, even blushing a bit. “You 
could give me a tour of the dungeon.” 

“The—” He looked at her, and her smile sent a wave of 
shock through his body. He winced, unable to look at that 
face. “The dungeon,” he said with a short nod, “I suppose 
you ought to become familiar with it, and I’d rather show you 
myself than leave it to someone else.” He let out a sigh 
despite himself. “Very well. After our meal, then.” 

Eirika leaned forward, but he avoided her gaze and grew 
quiet. She tilted her head, her eyes wide, and examined his 
face. Watching his discomfort without a word, she fixed her 
attention on him, waiting for him to speak again. The food 
arrived before either of them said another word, and when he 
focused all his attention on eating, she gave up on 
conversation and turned to her own meal. 

Silence hung until their food was gone when James stood 
up and looked out at the yard. Eirika dropped her utensils 
and stared up at him, her mouth hanging, as he breathed 
deep. “Follow me,” he said barely above a whisper, and he 
walked away from the table. 

Eirika sprang from her seat and jogged after him, 
struggling to keep pace well enough to see his face. “If there’s 
something wrong, I’d be happy to lend an ear,” she said with 
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as much concern as she was capable of, “Are you not 
comfortable going to the dungeon?” 

James kept walking with his head held high. “I’m more 
than capable of performing my duties.” They turned a corner 
and walked along the narrow corridor between the barracks 
and the keep. 

“There’s no shame in being open about your sensitivities,” 
Eirika said, refusing to break her insistent stare, “I promise 
not to belittle you.” 

James’s breath caught before he regained what little 
composure he’d lost and stopped, looking down at her. 
“Thank you, Eirika. I know you harbor no ill intention, but 
your affection only means that I must remain strong for you.” 

Eirika tilted her head and brought a hand to her chest, but 
when James turned away to walk on, she clenched her fist 
and frowned to herself. Regardless, she followed close as he 
led her behind the back of the barracks. There they found a 
short wall connecting the keep and the outer wall with a door 
at its center no doubt leading to that back entrance she and 
Cathe had used before. On their side of the wall, though, they 
found a short staircase descending to an underground door in 
the keep wall. Two men guarded the top of the stairs, and 
upon James’s approach, they stood at attention. 

James walked on as if they weren’t there, and before Eirika 
could get her bearings, they were inside. The hallway was 
dark and drab, but then so was the rest of the keep. Little 
candles lined the walls all the way to the stairs leading up to 
the ground floor at the opposite end, and about halfway 
down, there was an opening to the left. Without a word, 
James led Eirika to the opening and around the corner. 

The man sitting at the table bolted to his feet at the sight of 
the knight. “Sir!” he said a bit too loudly. 

“Back to your work,” James said in a stiff tone, “I’m giving 
this young woman a tour of the dungeon. She was interested 
in seeing the place.” The guard held stiff as he sat back down, 
but he couldn’t help but shoot Eirika an odd glance. She gave 
him back a warm smile as they passed him by. 

She’d seen the cells the moment they’d rounded the corner, 
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but she hadn’t taken them in at first. They lined the walls all 
the way to the other end of the hall, over a dozen in total, and 
at the far end was a spiral staircase leading to no doubt more 
cells below. James kept his head up and forward as they made 
their way past the first of the cells, but Eirika paused to check 
on them. The one on the right was empty, nothing but dirt 
and stone. In the left cell, though, she found a young boy 
bruised all over his face and wearing wet, torn clothes with 
no shoes. 

She went stiff, then stumbled forward as James marched 
his way to the back of the hall. Before she could form any 
words or take in any more of her surroundings, they’d 
descended the stairs to the next floor down. Hallways filled 
with cells ran in neat rows, and the staircase behind them 
descended multiple floors further. In each hall, a guard paced 
along the cells from one end to the other. Almost every cell 
was occupied. The prisoners ranged from young to old, 
though she didn’t see any as young as the boy above. 

“Do you see now?” James asked, “This is why we must be 
ever vigilant. Look at how many there are. Thieves, dissidents, 
prostitutes. Crime is everywhere. It never stops. They all-” 
He swallowed. 

Eirika regained her senses long enough to look up at him. 
He didn’t seem to realize he was biting the edge of his lip and 
digging his nails into his fist. “I think this is enough for me,” 
she said just above a whisper, “I’m ready to leave now.” 

James stood stiff for a few seconds longer before walking 
back up the stairs without a word to Eirika, and she scurried 
up after him. Back on the upper level, he marched down the 
hall at the quickest pace he could get away with while still 
affecting a calm demeanor. Eirika could only sneak a glimpse 
at the prisoners, an old man here, a young woman there, as 
she ran past. 

Seeing the boy again made her stop. “James,” she said 
loud enough to bring him to a sudden halt, “What did this 
boy do?” The boy didn’t budge. 

James pivoted to see Eirika pointing at the cell where the 
boy sat. He gritted his teeth, but there wasn’t any anger in his 
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eyes. “You there, answer the question.” 

The guard, who'd been buried in paperwork, shook as his 
attention was roused. “His, uh, his parents were subversives, 
sir,” he said, looking at James and ignoring Eirika, “One of 
our watchmen cut them down when they wouldn’t cooperate. 
We're still figuring out what to do with the boy.” 

James looked away while Eirika did her best to keep 
herself steady. “I see,” she said, nodding at James and pulling 
his gaze back to her. He looked from her to the boy in the cell, 
then masked a stumble with his turn to walk away. Eirika 
smiled to herself as James walked, but when she looked back 
at the boy, her grin vanished. She sighed and ran after James. 

Catching up with him before he reached the door, she kept 
silent and followed close as he shoved the door open, gently 
pressing it shut behind her before jogging up the stairs to 
catch up with him again. They ignored the guards, and James 
only slowed when they were back between the barracks and 
the keep. Still, Eirika jogged along until she was beside him, 
and once she could, she turned to examine his face. He 
blinked twice. 

“It’s okay to show your emotions,” she said, “I can help 
you work through them. That way they won’t distract you 
from your work.” 

James slowed to a stop, looked down, and nodded. 
“You're right. I’ll need to be in a stable state of mind tonight.” 
He looked out ahead while Eirika stared up at him. “I just 
don’t understand it. The dungeon has never had that effect on 
me before.” 

“Did it have anything to do with the prisoners?” 

James shook his head, perhaps too quickly. “I check in on 
the dungeon quite often. People of all sorts end up in there. 
It’s mundane work.” 

Eirika turned away, frowning in frustration, but by the 
time she looked back up, she’d turned her frown to one of 
concern. “So then, what could’ve been the difference this 
time?” 

“T don’t know.” He looked at her for the first time, and his 
eyes went wide for a split second before he could hide it. 
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“Perhaps we should try another approach. Would you like to 
take a walk through the city? Our last visit was cut rather 
short.” 

In mere seconds, Eirika’s face flashed through 
disappointment, thoughtfulness, and then satisfaction. “That 
really was a shame, wasn’t it? Let’s go make up for lost time 
then.” She put on that bright smile she’d used on so many 
people before. 

It worked. He smiled back, and they walked side by side 
out from behind the barracks. She kept up her smile as they 
made their way back to the front of the keep and the city gate, 
too focused on what was ahead to see whether James had 
kept his smile. Before long, the gate was open before them, 
and a moment later, they emerged back into the world of the 
common people. 

Far off in the distance, the sky was starting to fill with gray 
clouds, though they hadn’t yet closed in on the city. When she 
looked back down, she was reminded of the city’s stifling 
atmosphere, its citizens ever fearful, surrounded by the 
dungeon behind them and the clouds ahead. She barely 
succeeded at retaining her smile for appearance’s sake. 
Business ran like clockwork as usual, or at least it appeared to. 
Watchmen stood at corners or marched along at an even pace, 
civilians hurried about and spoke in hushed tones, but Eirika 
and James kept a slow and casual walk as if nothing could 
bother either of them. 

James led Eirika south off the central street, gifting the 
watchmen with confident smiles but growing suspicious of 
any civilian who avoided him despite his commitment to 
taking a break from his work. By this point, Eirika had lost the 
will to keep up her cheery smile, and she grew thoroughly 
distressed every time they passed a man in armor. Somehow, 
she kept seeing green in it. James never seemed to care. 

More than a few minutes later, Eirika found for the first 
time in the city a happy civilian, a young woman helping an 
old man along as they walked by ahead of them, and she 
reached out a hand to guide James’s attention in their 
direction. He glanced at them for only a second, failing to 
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grasp what she was getting at. She scowled involuntarily, and 
then her breathing grew tense and unsteady. She had to fight 
to suppress it. 

After another couple minutes, she saw another local 
smiling, and then another. They were adorned in more varied 
and colorful garb than she’d seen throughout the rest of the 
city, and for the first time, she couldn’t find any of 
Cardarrian’s men around. The buildings themselves were still 
identically built, but they bore more elaborate decorations. 

For some time, they walked through this richer part of the 
city watching the people around them and making the 
occasional meaningless comment to one another. Eirika kept 
on trying to draw James’s attention to anyone she saw doing 
some little good deed, and James kept on with his lack of care. 
Eventually, she stopped bothering, and her gaze fell to the 
ground more and more. By the time the sun fell lower in the 
west, the dark clouds had overtaken it and almost reached the 
city itself. 

Eventually, James walked them back in the direction of the 
center street and to the edge of the richer part of town, and for 
the first time, he stopped, ignoring the civilians who'd started 
avoiding him once again. The sky had darkened substantially. 
“Tf you don’t mind, I’d like to introduce you to my favorite 
establishment in the city,” he said as Eirika stopped beside 
him, “It should give us a quiet place to talk.” A smug grin 
snuck onto his lips. “And to be honest, I’d like to show off my 
taste.” 

Eirika managed to force a giggle and a wide smile. “Then 
let’s see what you've got.” 

Nodding, James pointed at a building across the street 
lined with multicolored banners between its decorated 
windows. Eirika’s eyes lit back up a bit at the sight, and they 
crossed through the crowd to enter alongside a few locals. 
The large front room was cleaner and neater than most bars 
and restaurants she’d seen in the kingdom, and despite how 
many patrons filled its space, it remained relatively quiet. Soft 
lamps lit its dark red, wooden tables, and colorful portraits 
and wilderness paintings lined the walls. 
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“IT do manage to get some free time every so often,” James 
said while Eirika took in the room, “Places like this remind 
me of what we're fighting for.” 

He walked her to a front desk that was carved into 
elaborate curves. For once, none of the patrons paid either of 
them any mind despite James’s position and Eirika’s looks, 
and the host of the establishment recognized James 
immediately. “Will you be wanting your usual room, sir?” 

“That will do nicely,” James replied, “We'll have our meals 
sent in when we're ready.” The host bowed and hurried to 
the back of the room, and James turned to Eirika. “The 
owners keep a room open for my personal use. We’ll be able 
to talk without any distractions.” 

“That sounds lovely,” Eirika said in a singsong voice, “It 
must be wonderfully comfortable here.” 

“Yl let you judge for yourself.” 

James led her across the room and through an open 
doorway at the far end where they found two perpendicular 
hallways. They took the shorter one, its red walls lit by 
lantern light, and arrived at its singular door at the far end, a 
polished wooden door with an elegant design. Opening it 
gently, James beckoned her across the threshold before him. 

The private suite contained two separate rooms, the living 
and dining room that they were entering and an adjoining 
bedroom to the side that Eirika couldn’t see into from the 
entrance. In their current room was an elaborate red wooden 
table with cushioned chairs to their side and a soft bright red 
couch in the opposite corner. Unlike the rest of the building, 
its whole floor was carpeted, but like in the common room, 
the walls were lined with paintings. It was the nicest room 
Eirika had stayed in since she'd set foot in the kingdom. 

James took a seat at the table. “What is your judgement?” 

“Very impressive.” Her impression looked real enough for 
him. 

“Do you see?” James said as Eirika sat down next to him, 
“As we bring law to the rest of the kingdom, so too will we 
spread this comfort and ease of living.” He raised his fists as 
he spoke. “Good upstanding citizens will need not worry 
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about their just rewards being stolen from them.” 

Eirika smiled and nodded. “Everyone deserves this much 
comfort.” She spread her arms at the room, and then she 
brought them to her chest and tilted her head back at James. 
“Don’t you think?” 

James frowned and turned away. “That’s a tempting 
thought,” he said, “I understand. But there will always be 
criminals, and criminals cannot be allowed the luxury they 
take from others if we want to retain any nicety at all.” 
Eirika’s impatience was growing, but James didn’t seem to 
notice. “We must enforce the laws set down by just rulers. I 
know you meant nothing by the comment, but I feel it my 
duty to correct naiveté.” 

Eirika leaned in close, but he still looked away. “Don’t you 
ever feel like such authoritarian policing and punishment 
hurts people more than it helps?” Her speech grew passionate, 
if somewhat shaky. “Don’t you ever think it makes people 
fear those who are supposed to be protecting them, that it can 
punish people who haven’t done anything wrong? Power left 
unquestioned risks turning abusive.” 

James turned to loom over Eirika, his face red with 
frustration. “Lord Cardarrian is the most fair and just ruler 
any of us has ever seen. It’s the other lords and their neglect 
that sow discord. We will bring the rest of the kingdom in 
line!” 

“You can’t tell me you've never questioned it,” Eirika said, 
trying not to flinch but steadily losing her composure, “never 
had a single doubt. Back in that dungeon, you saw who 
Cardarrian locks up and why, and you couldn’t bear to look. 
It makes you uncomfortable, so you refuse to think about it. 
But you can’t tell me you’ve never once in your life seen 
someone who didn’t deserve what they got.” 

“Tt was you!” Eirika’s eyes went wide with fear as James’s 
whole body shook. Seeing her face, he slowed his breathing, 
and over the course of more than a few seconds, he relaxed 
and fell back into his chair. “Forgive me. You deserve more 
patience than that.” He turned away from her. “And more 
honesty. Your misconception is my fault for not being 
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forthcoming. It was you who put me on edge in that 
dungeon.” 

Eirika breathed a sigh of relief and fell back as well, her 
energy gone. Through her exhaustion, she did her best to 
show him concern and curiosity, and after a moment’s rest, 
she leaned forward and listened to James continue. 

“Ym usually so certain, so steady, but around you...” The 
two of them sat quiet for a few seconds. “I’ve said that you 
remind me of myself, or rather a part of my past I thought I’d 
overcome. That’s only the half of it. You put me on edge 
because you remind me of someone else from my past as 
well.” 

Eirika nodded without thinking. “Could you tell me about 
them? It might help me understand.” 

“T don’t like thinking about him. I’ve never told anyone the 
full truth of what happened.” He took a deep breath. “But 
you deserve it. I think it could be the key to your education.” 

Eirika didn’t dare speak, only swallowing as James took a 
deep breath before beginning his story. “It was ten years ago, 
when I was a squire in the north. My knight mentor brought 
me to visit Lord Trask’s castle, and while we were there, he 
showed me the dungeon where the lord kept his criminals not 
unlike how I showed you earlier today. I wish I’d been as 
confident a guide as he was.” 

Eirika couldn’t bring herself to show any emotion, and 
James couldn’t bring himself to look at her. “I had this image 
in my head of what criminals were supposed to look like, like 
in the stories we were told as children, large scowling men 
covered in scars. I know it seems silly now, but I’m sure you 
thought the same in your youth.” Eirika nodded silently. 

“There were some men of that description, to be sure, 
men I knew belonged there. But as my mentor brought me 
further inside, I couldn’t help but notice the skinny ones, the 
old ones, the soft and pudgy. It confused me at first, but I 
didn’t question it. I understood that appearances could be 
deceiving. As I came up with my explanations, though, I saw 
a prisoner I couldn’t explain.” 

All sound and all motion left Eirika in an instant. She 
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couldn’t risk disrupting his focus. “A boy, an early teenager 
by the looks of him. He was filthy, to be sure, but by no 
means menacing. Gentle, in fact. He looked so gentle...” 
James relaxed for only a moment. “I never once saw him 
smile, Eirika, but somehow, I see that same gentleness every 
time I look at yours.” 

He glanced over at Eirika, and she flinched under his gaze, 
holding her breath. He only turned back away. “When I asked 
my mentor who he was, what he’d done, I was told only that 
he’d stolen food from the lord’s son. Lord Trask simply 
hadn't decided yet what to do with him. It was all perfectly 
rational, but something about the boy wouldn’t let me go. I 
couldn’t understand why he should be treated the same as the 
rest of the scum. I was naive, obstinate.” 

Eirika’s breathing quickened, and she mouthed the word 
“no.” He still didn’t notice. “That night, I snuck out of my 
room at the keep and returned to the dungeon below. I had to 
speak with that boy. When I found him again, he didn’t even 
react to my presence, and when he finally answered my 
questions, it was like he was already dead. None of his 
answers made me feel any better. I... I broke him out.” Eirika 
had to bite her lips. “I’d been told the story of Lady Eirika like 
all children, but I’d forgotten its lesson. I never even made the 
connection until I met you so many years later.” She blinked 
hard and caught an involuntary breath. Words wouldn't 
come out. 

“When Lord Trask’s men learned of the escape, they had 
no reason to suspect my involvement. I thought it was over. 
My mentor, however, had other plans. He said I ought to take 
the opportunity to get some experience, so the two of us 
joined Lord Trask’s knights as they chased the boy north. I 
convinced myself that he’d gotten enough of a head start, that 
we'd never be able to catch him, and I was right. Now, 
though, I only wish we’d been faster.” He ignored Eirika’s 
strained breathing. 

“He fled into the mountains, and we followed. We all 
made poor decisions that night. Even during the day, the fog 
would’ve made finding one’s way difficult. And the jagged 
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rocks, the cliffs...” He took a few slow, quiet breaths. “I was 
the first to see him fall. I watched him break against the rocks, 
heard the crack of broken bone, saw his mangled form come 
to rest in the crevice below, blood pooling beneath him.” 

Eirika gasped for breath, but little came. James wouldn’t 
stop talking. “It was a test, Eirika, and I failed. That’s what 
comes of lawlessness. Chaos and death. I’m sorry. It’s even 
less pleasant to recall than it is to hear. Regardless, you 
needed to know.” For the first time since he’d started, he 
recognized Eirika’s distress, found her absent from the world, 
breathing but lifeless. He nodded to himself. “I should leave. I 
do enjoy your company, but we ought to regain our minds for 
what’s to come. We’d only end up distressing each other 
further if we continued this conversation right now.” He 
stood up and pushed in his chair. “You may have the room.” 
Eirika didn’t react when he walked out. 

Her eyes glazed over as she sat, breathing slow and quiet. 
At some point, she rose and left her chair behind, drifting 
through the door into the bedroom and falling to the floor 
with her back against the side of the bed, her cloak and sword 
falling to her sides. Her breath shook harder and harder, and 
then her arms shook, and then her whole body. She pushed 
herself to the top of the bed, pressed a pillow to her face, and 
screamed at the top of her lungs. She screamed and screamed 
again and again, tears streaming down her face. Then her 
screams turned to sobs that, after a time, robbed her of 
consciousness. 

A crash woke her from a restless sleep. Her head jerked. 
Outside the window, all was dark, but the sounds of 
stomping and shouting and heavy rain continued from all 
around the building. She shoved herself off the bed and 
snatched up her cloak and sword before bolting through the 
door, clutching her possessions under her arm. 

In the restaurant, she skidded to a halt. None of the 
lanterns were lit, and at first, she could find no one else in the 
room. Then a movement in the corner of her eye betrayed the 
host cowering in the corner beside her. “Good. Stay there,” 
she said with a firm look. Then she dashed across the room 
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and out the door. 

No sooner had she run into the street than she stumbled 
back to the wall as a kat ran past her. Catching her breath, she 
peered through the rain to find the man riding the kat, a 
knight in bright yellow. More men in yellow ran past, some 
bearing the Tenar chimera crest, and seeing them, she latched 
her cloak onto her belt and yanked out her sword. For a split 
second, she saw red on the pink of the blade, and her hand 
shook. But she closed her eyes to calm herself, and the 
shaking stopped. 

When she looked again, men in red were fighting the men 
in yellow, sword on sword. She stepped forward to join them. 
But after just one step, one of the men in yellow got his 
helmet knocked off, and she paused at the sight of a familiar 
face. It was the scarred face she’d seen when she and Cathe 
had passed through Cardarrian’s military base. She furrowed 
her brow and stood planted, watching the soldiers long 
enough to notice that not one ever killed or even seriously 
wounded another. 

With a loud roar, James rode out from around a corner, his 
sword held high. At the same moment, they spotted each 
other, and she ran over to him, sheathing her sword while he 
calmed his kat and directed it to the side of the road. “James!” 
she shouted up at him, “These aren’t Tenar soldiers! What’s 
going on?” 

Looking around to confirm that no civilians were in the 
vicinity, he spoke in as quiet a tone as he could while 
remaining loud enough for her to hear him over the rain. “A 
Tenar attack is the perfect excuse for the nobles to rally 
behind us in our fight against the royal family.” His face lit up 
with delight. “Our retaliation will be swift.” He saw the shock 
and fear on Eirika’s face, acknowledging her emotions for 
once. “Don’t worry, no peaceful civilians will be harmed.” He 
grew a sly grin. “Though I’ve ordered my men to round up as 
many suspected criminals as they can. No one will question 
the disappearance, so we might as well take advantage of the 
situation.” 

Eirika opened her mouth a few times, managing to get out 
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an eventual, “James...” She looked down at her feet, then 
back up. “Is this not circumventing law, order, justice?” 

James gave her a warm smile, touched by the manner of 
her objection. “You’ve a kind and caring heart, Eirika, and I 
know now that I was right to trust you. I thought the same at 
first. I thought I was being made to behave as Cathe does. But 
I’ve realized that it’s the Tenars and the other nobles who 
circumvent and ignore the law. We’re merely tricking the 
lords into falling in line so that we can bring them to heel 
once we’re in power. Do you understand now?” Eirika could 
only nod as her jaw grew stiff. “I’m so glad you do. I’m glad 
my story accomplished something. Perhaps now that it’s 
brought about some good, I can make peace with that part of 
my past.” 

“Listen, James, that boy—” Her words cut off when she 
heard a civilian scream as a rider knocked her to the ground 
and rode on without concern. She ran into the street and 
kneeled next to the woman. “Are you alright?” The woman 
was too shocked to answer, so Eirika helped her to her feet. 
Luckily, she wasn’t gravely injured. “Get inside where it’s 
safe.” Eirika watched the woman limp away, then turned just 
in time to see James ride up behind her. 

He nodded his approval. “You were about to say 
something before we were interrupted. About the boy.” 

“J... she...” She looked again at the chaos engulfing the 
street, knights and soldiers swinging their swords to screams 
of helpless terror all to expand one man’s control over the rest, 
and when she turned back, she saw James watching with 
excitement and glee. Her soft eyes hardened. Her legs 
stiffened, and her jaw tightened. Her whole being grew hard 
as rock. “You know what,” she said in a harsh monotone, 
“forget it.” 

Cold hatred poured from every inch of her, but James was 
too caught up in the moment for it to reach him. “You're 
right,” he said, “We can talk when this is all over. I’ll leave 
you to find any civilians out of their homes and guide them to 
safety. Make sure they know the lord’s men will protect 
them.” 
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Eirika looked down the street once more, this time 
searching with eyes narrow and scheming. Her nails dug into 
her gloves, her gloves dug into her palms, and her final words 
slid out through clenched teeth. “Yes, sir.” 
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PART THREE 
FRACTURED 
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23 
NEVER STOP FIGHTING 


Stone blurred into a dark gray fog. Sprinting north, she 
thrust cloak over shoulders, hood over head. Under cover of 
rain and cloak, she vanished. Rain that soaked but didn’t slow. 
Its noise hid her footsteps. Throughout the streets, red and 
yellow clashed, neither winning but neither resting. Weaving 
about them when forced, she otherwise paid them no mind. 
She hadn’t seen a civilian since she’d started running anyway. 

Stopped on a dime, stuck to a corner, looking out. More 
soldiers on the central street than on any other. She peeked 
around the corner and west. Far downhill, red soldiers 
guarded the gate, failing to engage the make-believe enemies 
in front of them. She narrowed her eyes and gritted her teeth. 
Her hand went to her sword, then pulled away, then she 
bolted from the side street and slid between pairs of soldiers, 
ducking into the shadows of the opposing street as quick as 
she’d sprung from the first. No one saw her pass. 

Without missing a beat, she sprinted north. A turn, then 
west. Another turn, then north again. Countless streets and 
countless soldiers faded behind her. She saw no people in the 
armor, only blended red and yellow. They didn’t see her 
either. The grid of buildings turned to a maze. For minutes on 
end, she couldn’t see the outer walls. And yet never did she 
slow. On and on, she sprinted across the city. 

A skid around a corner, and her breath held. A soldier 
stood in the street ahead, just one, a building away. Sword 
aloft, he threatened not another of his kind, but a civilian 
yanked up by the arm. The captive put up a valiant struggle. 
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The soldier held tight. His sword rose high. Eirika sprang 
forward. Building’s distance closed in a_ second. 
Consciousness left the soldier before he hit the ground. She 
caught the sword midair and tossed it back to land by the 
civilian. Then, ducking onto another street, she ran on. 

She crossed few soldiers on the next few blocks. They 
didn’t bother with pretense. Red and yellow walked side by 
side, searching for anyone to round up. Eyes scanning every 
dark corner. She didn’t catch them hurting anyone else. As 
much as possible, she avoided the streets they patrolled: 
they’d see her if they looked hard enough. Sometimes she 
couldn’t avoid them. One man turned his head, but she’d 
dashed past before he’d seen any more than a blur. More and 
more blocks passed her by, further and further north, and 
little changed. No sign of exhaustion yet. 

Before exhaustion caught her, she stopped. She’d ducked 
into a narrow street. No soldiers ahead, none behind. Her 
eyes narrowed, and she bounded forward again. Bolting 
through the near total darkness, she listed to one side. Then, 
reaching a wall, she skidded to a halt. That humble door 
stood right in front of her, barely visible. Steadying herself on 
the doorknob, she shoved it open and stepped through quiet, 
yanking off her hood. 

Jake jerked from his chair. Candlelight lit parts of his side. 
Bonny remained seated. Her head turned slow. Her fear, 
though, shone through the darkness. “Stay quiet,” Eirika 
whispered. She held the door closed. “You’ve seen the 
soldiers, right?” 

Jake nodded, and Bonny whispered, “I can’t understand 
why the king would attack us like this.” 

“Those aren’t Tenar soldiers. They’re Cardarrian’s men. 
It’s an act. He wants to take the capital. He just needs an 
excuse to get the other nobles on his side.” 

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you telling us this?” 

Eirika glared at the floor. “I’m sorry I ever thought he 
could do any good,” she muttered. She shook her head, stared 
straight at them. “You're the only ones in this town I know I 
can trust. Could the soldiers find you here? They’re using the 
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chaos to round up suspected criminals.” 

“We'll be safe, dear,” Bonny said, relaxed. 

“Good.” Eirika gave a curt nod. “Stay that way and keep a 
low profile. Spread the word around the city as best you can, 
but only when you’re sure you won’t get caught. Do you hear 
me?” 

“I know how to do that,” Jake said. 

“You won't see me again.” Eirika opened the door and 
stepped halfway through. “I’m sorry about everything.” She 
stepped the rest of the way and closed the door behind her, 
pulling her hood back up. 

One second and back at a sprint. The north wall rose 
higher and higher ahead of her. The buildings at her sides, 
though, didn’t rise too high. She ducked into the next alley 
and leapt. Kicking off a wall, she grabbed the roof on the 
other side and heaved, launching herself onto the top. The 
first strained exhale left her body. 

With a quick brush off, she looked up. A few buildings at 
her level, and then the north wall rising higher than she’d 
accounted for. The price of her easy climb. No guards at least, 
busy in other parts of the city. A few deep breaths as she took 
in the lay of the wet slanted roofs and the wall’s height. A 
quiet exhale. 

She burst off quick and hard. Rain battered her face, but 
with sure steps, her footing stayed true. Across the roof in a 
second, and she leapt. Stone shuddered at the weight of her 
landing. Then right into a sprint across the next roof. A mere 
moment of a sprint, and with another leap, she’d reached the 
final building. The wall filled her vision now. A wall 
imprisoning. 

Teeth gritted against the impossibility. Halfway across the 
building and a leap. Land into a perfect low crouch at the 
corner of the crooked drop. With all her might and all her 
momentum intact, she sprang hard. She sprang high. Not 
high enough. She hit the wall a few feet below the top. Quick 
scramble to find a foothold, anything. Top of a square stone, 
shallow, but something. She shoved off and up with one foot. 
It gained her just enough height to grab the top with her 
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fingertips. Another yank and she lay face down on the wall. A 
knee of her pants had ripped. 

Pushing herself to her feet, she breathed heavy. She could 
just muster the awareness to look around. No men in sight. A 
few hard breaths and she sprinted east up the hill of the wall. 
East toward the keep. Below her, the town swirled with reds 
and yellows like consuming flames. Chaos, but a controlled 
chaos. A chaos manufactured as an enemy. Far to the north, 
an army rode from their base, rode northwest toward the 
road. A red line through the gray rain. Running even faster 
now. Skidding around the wall’s corner. The keep grew taller 
and taller, closer and closer. She reached the wall’s split. In an 
instant, speed left her, ducked behind a crenellation. 

Guards lined the wall in both directions, watchful. Her 
eyes narrowed. A host guarded the keep’s front entrance, 
spread around the side to the barracks. Her hand went to her 
sword. Stop. Some soldiers dragged captives from the city 
around to the stairs behind the barracks. Swords scraped their 
throats. Too many. Her hand dropped. To the northwest, the 
red procession joined the main road and turned north. She 
looked back and up at the keep’s corner tower, the northwest 
corner, that circular room with a light shining out the window. 
Clenching her fists and bowing her head, she turned away. 

Pushed off the crenellation, sprinted across the wall, and 
vaulted over the corner. Bracing between the walls, she slid 
down. Gloves and sleeves scraped against stone, tearing. 
Faster and faster she fell. Fast enough to lose her grip. Near 
the bottom, at least, since the bushes and grass didn’t make 
for much of a cushion. Still she picked herself up and, with a 
limp, pushed herself forward. 

The steep descent hindered her pace, rocky and uneven. 
She tripped more than once, almost falling over herself. It 
wouldn't have stopped her. Neither did her cloak, falling 
back behind her and dragging in the dirt. Without the rain, 
any of the guards atop the wall might’ve seen her. Then in 
one clumsy motion, she hopped to her full height at the base. 
Back to a sprint as if the fall hadn’t fazed her. 

Breathing didn’t stay so easy for long, though. Her sprint 
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didn’t falter. Shook her head to ignore exhaustion and pain. 
Sprint didn’t falter. Straight north, the base far ahead but 
growing ever closer. A blurry gray shape through the rain. 
The kat mounted army, though, faded farther away to the 
northwest every second. 

She ducked behind a bush, the base no longer a haze. More 
soldiers than expected had stayed behind to guard. A few 
men atop the wall, one right outside the gate. He looked like 
the one who’d taunted Cathe at the opposite end all that time 
ago, but rain still obscured his features. He leaned against his 
tall black kat, but his head turned back and forth, watching. 
Her eyes narrowed as she eyed the kat. She could take it and 
bolt, but he’d see her. They’d chase, and they’d know. 

She seethed but looked past him. Far north of the base, just 
visible through the rain, a speck of orange light by the river. 
No more than a speck. A deep breath, and she picked herself 
up to emerge from behind the bush, clutching her cloak to 
hold it shut. Walking low, she made a broad arc around the 
west of the base and then north and away. 

The moment her confidence in her invisibility returned, 
she stood and resumed her sprint. Her eyes locked to the 
orange light. To the west, the army rode toward the capital. 
Every second further and further away. Her eyes never 
strayed though. Some minutes passed as she closed in on the 
light. The soldiers all but vanished, and the rain dropped to a 
drizzle. 

She crouched again in the open field, breathing hard. Close 
enough now to spy the lone fisher who’d lit the fire under a 
large lean to by the riverbank. Covered in his coat, he sat ona 
rock, gripping his fishing rod tight. The rapids yanked his line 
north. His gray and brown striped kat rested by the fire and 
flipped its tail. 

She shut her eyes, bit her lips, and let out a long, quiet sigh. 
Then she clenched her teeth, opened her eyes, and crept 
forward. The fisher didn’t see her approach. The sound of the 
river and drops of leftover rain muffled her footsteps. She 
crept under the shelter and into the warmth of the fire. The 
man sat yards from her, but the kat lay right there. It purred 
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when she stroked its neck, its eyes closed. 

“Are you dreaming, girl?” the fisher shouted. His head 
turned half around. 

Eirika jolted and hopped onto the kat’s back. It jolted up 
just as quick and bolted at her kicks. With a smash, it broke 
through the supports, knocking the lean to into the fire as it 
sped off with Eirika. 

“Hey! Stop!” The man’s voice faded behind her. 

Her body shook, and her jaw tensed. She didn’t look back. 
The kat ran hard at her prodding, carried her north and 
northwest as the forest took over the river. Branches all but 
brushed her cheek. Further west. Then the road appeared on 
the horizon, and she turned hard into the forest. Her eyes 
widened. She hadn't seen the army on the road. Meaning 
they'd already passed that point. 

Further and further north through the trees. The kat barely 
slowed to dodge them. She didn't let it. Without spotting the 
ruins, she crossed the old bridge in a second. Her breathing 
had slowed, but her body stayed tense. The kat struggled at 
the speed she insisted upon it. Nonetheless, they burst from 
the trees before she’d had time to second guess her insistence. 

The rain had left her. The sky held clear and black. The 
dim moon had lowered. The soldiers still nowhere in sight. 
The kat sprinted north over smooth hills until she saw the 
capital in the distance. The soldiers had almost reached its 
southern gate. Her eyes went wide. A sharp turn west. She 
crossed the now empty road far south of the city, far south of 
the soldiers. Quick to the northwest, toward the lake. In these 
early morning hours, no one spent their time by the shore or 
amongst the trees. Eyes locked forward, she raced to a 
singular patch of woods. 

Yards from the trees, she leapt from the kat still in motion. 
Its strained meows didn’t register. Rolling into the dirt, she 
hopped to her feet. She sprinted downhill, twisting around 
branches. A hard one caught her sleeve and ripped it apart. It 
knocked her into a flailing spin, momentum intact. She 
managed to keep herself from tumbling down the hill and off 
the cliff. Instead, she stumbled and fell off on purpose, 
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crashing to her hands and knees at the bottom. 

The entrance of the cave blended into the black of the 
cliffside. Nonetheless, she felt her way along the rock and in. 
The cave grew narrow fast. Her chest and cloak rubbed 
against the walls as she sidled forward. Then the roof lowered, 
and she crouched. Then she knelt. Then she crawled. For a 
long time, she crept, just able to fit through. Her knees, 
already scratched up, scraped across the ground. The dirt 
turned to small rocks and then to solid stone. Pitch black front 
and back. 

The passage widened, and heightened, and she stood. Too 
wide to hold onto both sides at once, so she stuck to the left. 
She inched forward through the void. Any faster and she'd 
trip on bumps in the uneven rock. The wall curved in and out. 
Soon she’d lost track of what direction it carried her. It didn’t 
matter, though, when a dim sliver of light appeared from 
around a corner. 

Turning sideways and squeezing through the crack, she 
emerged onto a small outcropping. The capital river flowed 
past below while the tunnel’s curve stretched above. What 
dim light she found came from the left where iron bars 
blocked off the drop to the lake. She shuddered, her breath 
quick. Then she calmed herself just as fast. No time to think 
about that. Feeling along the right wall, she found a set of 
rough steps down to a flat walkway just below water level. 
The edge of her cloak drifted along the surface. Her boots 
couldn’t help but splash, but alone, only she could hear it. 

Another noise reached her, familiar shouts of fear. The 
army had arrived. She emerged from the tunnel onto a dry 
platform and saw them. Civilians ran north across the bridge 
overhead. A bridge over the water. She fell into the wall, her 
heart pounding. Her cloak fell open, and she looked down at 
her chest. Scrapes and tears broke the white of her outfit. The 
flaming heart broken by a large gash. She seethed. 

“You there!” A voice from above. She spun off the wall 
and clutched her cloak. Too late. “What are you doing down 
there?” A red soldier. “Return to your home immediately, or 
I'll be forced to arrest you for noncompliance.” 
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Eirika’s eyes darted back and forth. She spoke fast. “Are 
you an honorable man, loyal to the rightful king?” 

The soldier looked up for a second, then sighed. “Aye, and 
I suspect you're just some thief playing at decency.” 

“Ym as decent as any you'll meet across the whole 
kingdom.” She held her breath. 

The man nodded and walked away. Eirika pulled her 
cloak around her body, her hood over her head, breathing 
hard. Back against the wall. The noise of the people 
surrounded her. She ignored it. She gritted her teeth, 
muttered something. Clenched her fists. The breathing 
slowed. She closed her eyes, then opened them, then shook 
her head and ran up the stairs. 

In seconds, she’d reached a full sprint over the bridge. Her 
wet cloak hid her from sight. Locals ran past her and 
alongside her. Wherever might get them away from the 
soldiers and to safety. She turned northeast. Still, no one saw 
her, not even watchful soldiers. They kept a disciplined 
march, weapons drawn and ready. Red punctuated every 
block. Not fighting though, not like in Cardarrian’s town. 
Then yellow. She stumbled to a stop and stared at the knight 
with the chimera crest. He patrolled the same as any other. 
Hadn’t come with the red. She squinted in confusion then 
darted off before he noticed anything out of place. 

Soon, she found herself on the central street not far from 
the north gate. The locals had abandoned the area. At the gate, 
a storm of red and yellow. The battle still going on. Some 
yellow may have fought alongside red. She didn’t linger long 
enough to confirm. Racing further east, she passed more 
soldiers on patrol. A few more yellow and many more red. 
Rare locals hid from sight in the alleys. 

Streets thinned and alleys more and more replaced them. 
Twisting turning alleys. Soldiers thinned out and disappeared. 
Cardarrian’s men didn’t know the maze-like quarter. For a 
time in the slums, she saw no one at all. Then the locals 
cropped back up, the ones who lived here. Running and 
hiding and sitting back against walls, given up. All afraid. 
None saw her, and she ran past, giving them as little attention 
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as she’d given anyone else. 

The crowd grew dense. Slower, then stopped when a wall 
of people blocked her way. A single woman shepherding 
them all to the northeast. Speaking in calm, quiet tones. Ellie 
didn’t seem to realize anyone new had arrived. Eirika 
watched her, calmed herself, then pulled off her hood and 
walked forward. Ellie stepped back, eyes wide. 

“Firika!” she said, hand to her chest. She took a second to 
choose her next words. “Are you here with Lord Cardarrian’s 
men?” 

“No,” Eirika whispered, “I’m not here to hurt you.” She 
stepped toward Ellie as the crowd shied away. “But I don’t 
blame you for thinking so.” She spoke through gritted teeth. 
“Is everyone okay?” 

“It’s been so chaotic...” Ellie closed her eyes a moment, 
then turned around. “Don’t be afraid, you're safe,” she said to 
the rest. She looked over her shoulder. “Follow us.” 

Ellie guided the others while Eirika walked behind. 
Through a couple more twists and turns, they walked slow, 
careful. They’d reach their destination in time. The locals 
peeked around every corner with terror, Ellie among them. 
Eirika alone kept a steady head. No soldiers had made it this 
far. Her stone stiff face didn’t leave room for fear anyway. 

At length, the maze ended. The alley opened into the 
square to reveal the broken-down temple. A river of locals 
shuffled single file, gathering from all directions. All 
funneling through the temple doors. Through the dim light of 
the early morning, Eirika could just make out faces. Stewart's 
voice rose above the others, urgent but steady. He marched 
around the square, rallying people into the line. Over at the 
door, Soren stood stoic and ushered people through. 

Eirika sped past Ellie and the rest. Her eyes set and 
determined as ever. Heads turned to watch. Stewart, in his 
efforts to keep the crowd together, found her and flinched. 
Soren locked eyes with her, and as she marched toward him, 
Stewart ushered the last of his group inside. The brothers 
stood together. 

“Eirika,” Stewart said first, attempting joviality. He 
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couldn’t get out any more words. 

“What are you doing here?” Soren asked, tapping his leg. 
To the point. 

“Ym not with Cardarrian. Not anymore.” Stewart sighed 
and relaxed. “I didn’t know about any of this until now. Not 
that that’s any excuse.” She shook her head. “How much do 
you know about what's going on?” 

“We've heard a story,” Soren replied. 

“It’s a lie.” 

“Yeah,” Stewart said, “I know my rumors. Info got out too 
quick to be real.” 

“Tt must’ve been one of his spies who planted it,” Eirika 
said. Ellie walked up behind her while her group entered the 
temple. “He faked a Tenar attack on his city. Needed an 
excuse to dethrone the king.” 

“The king’s dead,” Soren said, his tapping intensifying. 
Eirika’s fists clenched. 

“The fake story said one of the king’s generals refused to 
march on Cardarrian,” Stewart added, “The king tried to kill 
him, and the whole royal family ended up dead.” 

“Meaning if they’re not already dead, they will be soon,” 
Soren said. 

Eirika took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “No, the 
assassinations most likely happened first. There are Tenar 
soldiers fighting alongside Cardarrian’s men, real ones. He 
has people on the inside.” She opened her eyes and looked 
down. “Cathe,” she muttered. The others looked confused, 
but she shook her head and kept silent. 

“We're taking care of our own,” Ellie said, “We're safe. 
That’s what's important.” 

“Exactly,” Soren said, “Are we supposed to mourn? The 
Tenars never did anything for us. Cardarrian’s just a different 
face on the neglect.” 

“No. No he isn’t.” Eirika kept a firm and stern look. “I’ve 
seen how Cardarrian rules. He’s worse.” Soren soured. 
“Whatever community you’ve managed to build up here, 
he'll tear it down. He won’t let you rely on anyone but him, 
and he’ll actively hunt down anyone who steps out of line.” 
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Soren tensed, and he tapped his foot along with his hand. 
“Well, what are we supposed to do, then? We can’t just let 
him do that. He... all this work, for nothing!” 

“We won't give up,” Stewart said, a hand on Soren’s 
shoulder. The square had emptied of everyone but the three 
of them. 

“But what can we do?” Ellie said. 

Eirika turned to see Ellie’s worried face. Stewart held a 
similar expression while Soren stood stiff, tapping and 
waiting. She looked around the empty square, listened to the 
chaos in the distance. Then her gaze turned northwest and up 
to the palace, looming overhead as ever. Her eyes narrowed. 
“Soren,” she said, “Let’s start your revolution.” 
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24 
THE INVISIBLE ARMY 


“We'll need more people.” Soren sat on a crooked bench. 
Arms crossed, fingers twitching, head down. “A lot more.” 

Early evening, they'd gathered everyone in the temple. As 
many as they could get. Earlier Eirika, Stewart, and Ellie had 
spread out to recruit. Soren had stayed behind to plan. It had 
taken the whole day, a day’s worth of energy, but exhaustion 
hadn't deterred anyone. They'd searched the network. 
Everything they'd built up. Shops, inns, restaurants, 
providers of sexual services who feared the new law more 
than most. Each time, they’d started with casual conversation. 
Not hard to get people talking about the invaders. Then 
they’d invited only those who’d brought up fighting back 
without prompt. Safest that way. Still, they’d found a fair few, 
and they’d all agreed to meet. 

Soldiers roamed the streets. A permanent new watch. They 
allowed civilians their daily business, but not without 
oversight. Anyone suspicious, they questioned. Suspicious 
could mean anything. People had gotten scared fast. Then 
compliant. While crossing the city, Eirika had seen a man 
report his own brother to one of the soldiers. Get in good with 
the new authority. Five guards together had caught a thin 
young woman stealing coin. Taken her away to who knew 
where. A man running down the street stabbed through the 
back in front of the grand temple. A nearby preacher had 
looked the other way. Most had learned to look the other way, 
look busy. They’d not taken long to adapt, same as the people 
in Cardarrian’s city on the hill. 

Around twenty or so in total now sat and stood around the 
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temple. In, around, and between benches, all facing the center, 
each other. For once, no one stood at the front. Ellie and the 
Blacks had insisted on sitting amongst the others. Eirika had 
sat without a word. All eyes on her. Draped in a dusty brown 
dress, the most intact Ellie could find, she’d ignored their 
gazes. Her sword and cloak lay beside her, her torn white 
uniform lay on the ground in the Blacks’ home. Torn and ugly 
now. She hunched forward, eyes cold, watching Soren speak. 

“Even if everyone in the network had come, that’s only a 
small fraction of what we need. We can’t act yet.” He stole a 
glance at the group, back down. “I need you all to understand 
what we're talking about. We’re going to take the kingdom, 
all of it, for the common people.” No one spoke. Eyes and 
hands shifted. “We need to be in complete agreement if we’re 
going to proceed at all.” 

People looked back and forth. Then nodded their approval. 
Most had met Soren for the first time that day. His reputation 
had preceded him, though. Having planned out their network 
so fast and seen it through. None saw fit to comment on his 
looks. Regardless, he sat tense and uneasy. 

“Nobles never did anything for us.” A pale, muscular man 
with jet black hair. He gave a bitter scoff. “We're better off 
taking care of ourselves.” 

Soren glanced up, saw people smile and nod along. “Ellie, 
what are your thoughts? I know you said you'd help us, but I 
also know how much you worry. I want you to always feel 
like you can speak up if you have any misgivings.” 

Next to him, Ellie closed her eyes and shook her head. “No, 
I... I can't deny I'm scared, but I understand now. We’ve 
persevered for so long.” She sighed. “Perseverance isn't 
enough, I guess. Last night was a call to action. We must take 
our lives into our own hands if we don’t want them taken 
from us. Our...” She closed her eyes. “Our Ally must want us 
to, as any good ally would.” The room filled with chatter. 
Then they all looked to her, saw her soft, calm smile, smiled 
back, quieted. She looked at Soren. “Just promise me. If we 
prevail, promise we won't do to others what the nobles have 
done to us, that we'll prove ourselves better than that.” 
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Soren swallowed. “Yes.” 

“Aye,” Stewart said, “You have my word.” Eirika locked 
eyes with Ellie and gave a slight nod. 

Soren cleared his throat. “That goes for everyone. I'm not 
your leader. Any plan I make, any idea I have, assume I 
welcome all criticism. The nobles never offered us the 
opportunity to consent or decline. We will, always. We work 
together as equals, and when we win, we won't be rulers. 
We're done with rulers.” 

Smiles crept up people’s faces, confident chuckles. A 
“Yeah,” an “Alright,” and a “Done with rulers. Hear, hear.” 

“T don’t mean to ruin the mood.” A brown skinned man 
with a short black beard and no other hair. The chuckles 
stopped. “But do we know how we’re going to accomplish 
any of this? You say we need more people, but getting them 
on our side is easier said than done.” 

“Ym sure they have ideas, Thom.” Eirika recognized her, a 
tall, broad woman with locked hair. Em Bradley, she’d met 
her with Cathe, sat next to Thom. 

Quick, Soren raised a silencing hand. “He makes a good 
point. We’ll have to maintain our network and recruit allies 
from across the kingdom at the same time. It won’t be easy, 
but it’s doable. Common folk are called common for a reason. 
The nobles have taught us to think low of ourselves, but 
together, we’re far stronger than they are.” 

For the first time, Eirika spoke. “Cardarrian’s men will do 
everything in their power to stifle any organizing in the 
capital.” All eyes on her. The newcomers hadn’t forgotten her 
presence or reputation. “They'll assume anything outside 
their control is criminal activity. And the soldiers aren’t all. 
His spies will be in the city too.” 

“Em.” Stewart spoke quick. “That story you told me about 
what went down at the palace. Where’d you hear it?” 

Em shrugged, shook her head. “Some guy I’d never met 
before.” 

Eirika stood, took a step forward. Em flinched. “You've 
been with Cathe.” 

A nervous laugh from Em. “Briefly.” 
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“She’s a spy.” 

“So were you,” Soren said. Eirika tensed, clenched a fist. A 
moment, and she relaxed, nodded, fell back to her seat. 

“T can vouch for Em,” Stewart said, his voice kind. 

“She’s my sister,” Thom said, “I’d know if she were a spy.” 

“Thank you, Eirika,” Em said, quiet, “for letting me 
know.” Eirika nodded and swallowed. She couldn’t bring 
herself to look Em in the eyes. 

“The fact still remains,” Thom said, “that there are who 
knows how many more spies in the city, none of whom we’ve 
identified.” 

The room fell silent. Eirika bit her lip. “Everyone here was 
already in the network, right?” 

“All of us,” Stewart said. 

“Thanks to my poor judgement, Cardarrian knows there’s 
a network of commoners in the capital, but that’s all he knows. 
I told him that a couple days ago, after you all joined.” 

“So, no one here is his,” Soren said, “but we should still be 
warty.” 

“His spies have a code phrase they use to identify 
themselves to his soldiers. ‘Are you an honorable man, loyal 
to the rightful king?’ The counter phrase is ‘Aye, and I suspect 
you’re some lowly thief playing at decency,’ to which the spy 
says, ‘I’m as decent as any you'll meet across the whole 
kingdom.’ Don’t try to use it yourselves. I had to use it when I 
snuck into the city last night, so Cardarrian might already 
know I know it. None of you can be caught associating with 
me. If you hear someone else use it, though...” 

“We'll have found us a spy,” Stewart said, grinning, 
“Thanks, Eirika.” 

“Okay,” Soren said, “I’ve got it memorized.” 

Ellie rubbed her hands. “Perhaps...” Eyes turned to her. 
“We might attract less attention and scrutiny if we present the 
network as a religious group.” 

“That could help, yes,” Eirika said, “especially if you make 
it seem like you think your Master- your Ally is on 
Cardarrian’s side.” 

Soren turned quick. “You’d be putting yourself in more 
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danger than anyone else here. The capital isn’t safe anymore.” 

Ellie grew stern. “I intend to do my part in this, the same 
as everyone else.” Soren looked across the room, swallowed, 
nodded. “And I'll continue to call Him our Master for the 
time being, to be clear. Until we’re safe.” 

“Still,” Stewart said, “We can’t just rely on the capital. 
Much as I love the people of this town, there aren’t enough of 
us.” 

“Where else, then?” Thom tapped his foot. 

“West,” the muscular man said, “A lot of you haven’t 
heard, but the west market has been taken by a group of 
revolutionaries run by someone calling, uh...” He looked at 
Soren. “Themself... the Blue. The Blacks sent me to meet them 
a few days ago. They’re the real deal.” 

Ellie nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Juste. Eirika, you’ve 
been there too, right?” 

“T agree, they're our best bet. All of them. They took their 
city from the money hungry merchants who’d been exploiting 
their labor, and they’ve managed to keep things fair and 
thriving for everyone. They know more about this stuff than 
most.” Eirika met the gazes of everyone watching her. “Which 
is fortunate because it’s likely Cardarrian has an ally in 
Fetson.” Heads turned, back and forth, nervous. 

A woman spoke above the murmur. “Fetson never does 
anything for anybody.” 

“T know for a fact their people have been in contact.” 

Soren pursed his lips. “An alliance with the Blue could 
keep the two separated.” He rocked forward and back. “And 
they might already have more information about Fetson than 
we do.” 

“Right,” Eirika said, “The bigger problem is the east. 
Mander has likely joined with Cardarrian too.” 

Stewart spoke up. “If he's got Mander, he could have Rand, 
two for one. What do we do about that?” 

“Cardarrian never seemed to like Rand, but it's possible. I 
get the feeling he doesn’t think much of any of his allies. And 
the east market is still in the hands of merchants who won’t 
put up a fight against Cardarrian, especially if there’s money 
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in it for them. We’ll have to shake things up.” 

“Hold on, now.” A man in the back. “Some of us here are 
shopkeepers. I’ve traded in the east and the west.” 

“And what do you care about more?” Eirika stared him 
down. “Your profits or the people?” 

Stewart waved. “We all came here to fight for the greater 
good. I’d hope we’d be willing to put our personal gains aside 
for people who need it more.” 

“Our goal is for everyone to live comfortable and happy,” 
Soren said, “We're not stopping you from providing goods 
and services. We want that. But we won’t allow tyranny of 
any kind.” 

Embarrassed, the shopkeeper nodded regardless. “You're 
right.” 

A click of the tongue, Eirika continued. “If we can get the 
workers in the east market to fight their bosses, we might be 
able to gain a foothold there. Turn it into what we’ve got in 
the west. There’s a militia group amongst the farming villages 
to the southeast. I ought to be able to convince them to lend 
their assistance if they’ve got the numbers. I helped them get 
started.” 

“You know this is all moot if we can’t get out of the city.” 
The woman in the back. “I’ve seen the soldiers let some 
people through, a few traders, but they’re as likely to throw 
you in the dungeon as let you go if they feel like it. We can’t 
afford to wait and see if they ease up.” 

“T know a cave passage out of the city,” Eirika said, “in the 
river tunnel to the west. It's how I got in last night. The 
problem is it doesn't fit kats or many supplies, for that 
matter.” 

“It wouldn’t work for anyone heading east,” Soren said, 
“Too easy to get caught sneaking around the city.” 

“Cardarrian's got men on all the roads,” Stewart 
explained. 

The shopkeeper offered. “So, we figure out what kinds of 
people they’re letting travel. This is our home turf; it 
shouldn’t be hard to pretend.” 

Soren looked around the group. “Anyone leaving the city 
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can decide for themself how to get out. Just be cautious and 
safe. I'm of the opinion that most of us should head west. That 
includes me. The Blue already expressed interest in joining 
forces. I'm sure they'd be willing to help establish a base of 
operations. A smaller group can head east and southeast, and 
a few can stay here to keep our network running lowkey.” A 
glance at Ellie, a worried frown. 

“Yll keep everyone safe,” she said, “Don’t worry. And 
while I’m here, I'll figure out a way to keep us all in contact.” 

Soren breathed slow. “Does anyone have anything else to 
add or any objections?” 

“Do we know anything about Trask or Korrigan?” The 
woman in the back. 

“There's no way Trask would help Cardarrian,” the 
shopkeeper answered, “or any coup. Too much tradition in 
that one.” 

Soren nodded. “Then I doubt we’ll need to worry about 
the north for the time being. We can spy down southwest 
once we've gotten a foothold in the west market.” 

“YIl head east,” Eirika said, “recruit the east market 
workers, then head south to enlist the militia. I’ll relay any 
information I gather back to the west market. I might be able 
to cut through the southwest on the way back by traveling 
along the southern border.” 

“The mountains?” Ellie trembled. 

“Along the edge,” Eirika said, “They haven't killed me 
yet.” The whole room turned to face her. No one spoke. 

“Well, I'm all for that,” Stewart said, jovial, “I went over to 
the east market once, made a few friends, so I figure I'll come 
with at least that far. Maybe they'll let a traveling bard out of 
the capital, eh? If I sweet-talk them?” 

“T want to come too!” Em chimed in, “Any chance to get 
on Lady Eirika's good side.” 

Thom sighed. “I guess I've got to keep you from getting 
yourself killed.” 

“Tm from the southeast,” Juste said, “And I have personal 
business down there I’d like closure on. Maybe a local face 
would get them to listen better. It should be safe enough with 


346 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


Lady Eirika around.” 

Eirika turned up and looked out at the volunteers. She 
swallowed, blinked hard, smiled despite herself. “Thank you 
all. Five is perfect. I thought I'd end up going alone.” 

“We all like you plenty, Eirika.” Stewart grinned. “We 
know you're good people.” Eirika bit her lips and turned 
away. Silence filled the room. 

The shopkeeper broke it. “Well, I’m heading west.” Eirika 
snapped back to rigidity. “I’ve got to meet this Blue, see what 
h-, they, have to say for themself.” 

“Same here,” the woman in the back said. Murmurs of 
agreement from all around. Eirika engaged in the present. 

“Okay.” Soren silenced them. “Anyone going to the west 
market can meet me tomorrow morning if they’d like. 
Anyone remaining in the capital can work with Ellie.” 

“Ym open to talk just about any time,” Ellie said. 

Soren nodded. “I'll leave the group heading east to work 
out their own plans. That should be enough for tonight.” 

Ellie put a hand on his, joining his fidgeting, beaming. He 
turned away. Tried to hide his pride. Most wouldn’t have 
noticed anyway. She giggled. A smile crept onto the corner of 
Eirika's mouth. She looked away, and it vanished quick as it'd 
come. A return to melancholy. A return to her head. 

She kept sitting there. Stared into the distance. People 
crossed in front of her. They talked with each other. Some 
spoke to her. She took it in and dispensed information in turn. 
Plans got made like clockwork. Then they all left one by one. 
Some watched with fascination as she sat in thought, none 
dared disturb her. Her tense face didn’t invite anyone. It took 
a long time for the network to leave. They left the slums one 
by one in different directions. Better to avoid suspicion. The 
new watch had begun to encroach on the area. 

Eirika didn’t leave so far, kept to the slums for the night. 
She ate her small dinner alongside Ellie and the Blacks. 
Talked little. Finished slow for what little food they had. The 
network had filled their stomachs more than usual, but that 
didn’t account for much. Eirika didn’t mind. She’d had less 
too. She spent the night at the Blacks’ little home, same as 
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when she’d first met them. Set on the morning and beyond, 
whole body stiff, she still slept deep. 

In the morning, Soren greeted her with her torn white 
uniform. She couldn’t look at it. “I ruined it.” All she could 
say. He told her he could get it mended, but she didn’t 
answer. He looked sad. She saw him pack it in his bag 
anyway. Didn’t respond. He packed his big sword too, might 
need it in the fight ahead. 

Out on the street with her cloak over a plain gray shirt and 
pants, sword at her side. She looked up at the clear sky. It 
didn’t seem fitting. Stewart walked up beside her. A few 
personal belongings in a sack over his shoulder. He gazed at 
the sky, parallel, then looked at her. She glanced back and 
attempted a smile. She failed. 

“Bound to be a real adventure, huh?” he said. She 
swallowed and nodded. “Hey, don't worry. The righteous 
win in the end. That’s what I’ve always heard. And just think 
how many of us we’ve got, with so few of them to beat.” 

“Thanks, Stewart.” Her voice came out sincere. Her face 
remained blank. 

So, they left through winding alleyways and out into the 
streets of the city. There they kept apart. Always within sight 
of each other, always with as much crowd between them as 
they could manage. Eirika kept under her cloak, Stewart did 
his best to look busy. Cardarrian’s watch had spread. Even in 
the slums they’d had to dodge them. To a one, they eyed 
Stewart as he passed, sneered. He kept a straight face, walked 
fast but not too fast, and they didn’t bother stopping him. 
Toward the east center of the city, they moved by the sight of 
the grand temple. 

When the temple rose to the west, at an empty side street 
between a shop and a kat pen, they joined to enter together. 
Crowd and soldiers quieted behind them. Then into a smaller 
street still, then in through a door at the back of the pen. A big 
open space, its ceiling high, only a few kats around the edge 
kept to their personal spaces. 

“It’s about time you two showed up.” They walked to the 
center, to a woman who’d spoken at the meeting. Beside her 
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stood a large wooden cart with two kats to pull it, as did the 
three others heading east. Em wore a big smile. Thom and 
Juste kept stoic. At their side lay supply crates, a wooden 
support structure, and a large cloth. 

“Are you sure you'll be fine with us taking your cart, 
Mags?” Stewart asked. 

“Yeah, I decided to check out that secret passage.” Mags 
looked at Eirika. “We might need it, so I figure I could try to 
map it.” 

“We got the supplies boxed up without you,” Em said, 
grinning, “So why don’t we get out of here?” 

“Ah!” Stewart clapped his hands together. “Just in time to 
miss the hard stuff!” Eirika only nodded. 

They got to work. The wood structure, lifted onto the back 
of the cart, fit four underneath. Stewart would drive. Those 
hiding did what they could to help, climbed underneath, and 
left Stewart and Mags to finish the job. “Ugh, I’m not great 
with small spaces,” Juste said, squeezing himself in, “but I’ll 
make it work.” Thom laughed. 

The two outside threw Eirika’s cloak over the wood 
structure. Eirika had given them the idea. The crates went on 
top of it. With the cloak, the hiding spot got that much more 
hidden. Didn’t quite cover the whole thing, but enough. The 
large cloth covered the top. The east gate guards would look 
beneath at least the first layer. That extra layer of cloth could 
make a difference. In the end it looked like any other trade 
cart trying to leave the city. 

The crates carried preserved food, drink, and clothes in 
excess. Gathered in haste from across the network. If the 
guards opened them, it’d look convincing. And the workers 
in the east would appreciate them. Not as trade, as a 
necessary gift. Enticement to join the uprising and supplies 
for the battle ahead. 

Laying in the cart, in silence, Eirika felt a shake and a jolt. 
The cart rolled forward. A second passed. Light shone 
through cloth and cracks. Noise of the wheels, jostling. She 
closed her eyes, felt the bumps of the road. Heard how quiet 
the city had grown since the new watch had arrived. 
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Juste shook next to her. She opened her eyes, saw his eyes 
wide, trembling. She put a hand on top of his. His breathing 
slowed. Still tense. Both of them. They kept like that for a time. 
The road kept bumpy, and they all kept quiet. Stewart outside 
didn’t say a word to anyone around. The way Eirika had seen 
people behave on the streets, his silence fit his surroundings if 
not his personality. 

Sometime later, hard to tell how long, the cart slowed to a 
stop. Muffled voices in the distance, more than she’d heard 
before. Then Stewart spoke. “Beautiful morning, sirs,” he said, 
full confidence, “I imagine you'll be needing to check my 
goods? Never can be too careful.” 

“You think we let just anyone out of the city?” Steel rustled. 
“Only men on business in service to the new authority may 
pass.” 

Stewart filled the silence quick. “Is that a fact? Well, good 
sir, I’m a bit of a bard on top of the trade. I’d love a chance to 
tell the tale of your brave army bringing law and order to the 
kingdom at last. It’s about time, I say. If you’d like, I can 
throw your names in there. The gear’s in the back with the 
product.” 

A beat of empty air. “Check it, Damon.” 

Another man grumbled. Footsteps closed in. Juste’s eyes 
widened, darted, his breath quickened. Eirika glared. His 
hands tensed, clawed his legs. The cloth yanked back above. 
He gasped, caught his mouth before sound left. Rumbling as 
tops came off crates. Eirika softened her eyes, slowed her 
breathing. With effort, Juste matched his to hers. Rustling 
above. Crates moved around. An arm’s shadow above 
Eirika’s cloak moving in, stop, pulling back. 

“Found the bard toys.” A new voice above, Damon’s. “The 
rest is trade supplies and products, nothing out of order.” 

Seconds passed. “Alright, move along.” The first knight’s 
voice. “My name’s Sir Geoffrey.” A hint of meekness. 

“Aye, you'll be known far and wide if I have anything to 
say about it.” 

The cart rolled forward; four breaths released at once. Em 
and Thom, silent and dutiful, had held theirs. Though none 
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could tell when they'd left the city, they’d calmed. A bit. 
They’d escaped. And yet some tension still hung. Eirika’s jaw 
clenched. Fear, worry, crossed the others’ faces. They’d not 
return to their city for some time. And unknown danger lay 
ahead. 
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2D 
WORD SPREADS FAST 


Hard smacks pounded above. The cart had stopped. A 
minute passed, and Stewart yanked off the last of the crates. 
With one hand, Eirika shoved up the support, peered out. So 
did the others. An indoor kat pen, unoccupied of kats except 
for the two at the cart, all stalls abandoned. Stewart hunched 
over a crate, breathed hard. “I got some... muscles!” Lifted an 
arm. “On these bones.” Em grinned wide and hopped out 
alongside Eirika. Thom grimaced as he followed while Juste 
crept out last, relieved. 

From around the cart, another man, not one of them. “And 
how many did you do, one or two?” Eirika’s eyes narrowed. 
She’d met this man, Powell. At that east market bar, with 
Cathe. “Hey! So, this is your big surprise.” He didn’t see her 
expression or didn’t care. “Lady Eirika, back in the flesh. 
Sorry about last time. I know my guys didn’t exactly make 
you feel welcome. I gave them a real beatdown for you.” 

Her face softened. “Thanks.” Reached out a hand, and he 
shook. “Are you working for one of the big merchant 
companies, then?” 

“Yeah, nowadays.” He scratched his head. “They ran my 
little shop out of business, never had a chance. So, I work for 
them now. You know how it is.” 

“Why don’t we see if we can fix how it is?” A hint of a 
smile. 

“Ts that what this is all about, Stewart?” 

“You get a glance at what’s in the crates, Powell?” Stewart 
leaned on one. “I knew you still had this empty storehouse.” 

Powell raised an eyebrow. “What's that got to do with 
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anything?” 

Thom stretched, took Stewart's side. “Are you sure we can 
do this without any of the companies on our side? They can 
be powerful enemies.” 

Eirika cocked her head. “If we’re going to take down 
Cardarrian, we’ve got to make sure no one takes his place. 
These big merchants are as bad as the nobles.” 

“Wait, hold on,” Powell cut in, “Slow down.” 

“You must've heard about the capital,” Eirika said. 

“We're not just going to lay back and take it,” Em said, 
shook her fist. 

Powell chuckled. “Well, you're right about the merchants.” 
Juste nodded, solemn. “But what exactly do you think we can 
do? We’d need our own army, and the workers here haven’t 
even got the spirit, much less the equipment. The bosses have 
beat them all down.” 

“See what I mean?” Thom nudged Stewart’s shoulder. 
“Without a network set up beforehand, it won’t be so easy 
here.” Stewart sighed. 

Powell furrowed his brow. “What do you mean, a 
network? Stewart, for your Master, can you please just 
explain?” 

They explained it all. Everything that had happened in the 
capital, in Cardarrian’s city, the truth of it. They explained 
their meeting, their plans, their intentions. He nodded along, 
took it in stride. His attitude turned serious quick. By the end 
of it all he’d grown committed, engaged, ready to contribute. 
Any doubts Eirika had held over from their first encounter 
subsided. 

“What can you tell us about the merchants here?” Eirika 
asked, “How do we fight them?” 

“They've gotten themselves all worked up, I can tell that 
much.” Powell paced between the crates. “They try to hide it 
from us lowlifes, but they really can’t predict what 
Cardarrian’s going to do next. They don’t like it when they 
can’t predict things.” 

“That's good for us,” Eirika said. 

“Tf they're panicking, it should make it harder for him to 
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work with Rand and Mander,” Juste said. 

“Don’t tell me you haven’t heard,” Powell said. They all 
looked at him. “I thought you’d be in the know. Mander’s 
army took out the Rands, the whole family. Same night 
Cardarrian took the capital.” 

Juste fell back, Em’s eyes went wide, Thom grimaced. 
Stewart spoke. “They’re more coordinated than we thought.” 

“At least it’s half the army it might’ve been, right?” Em 
said with a shrug. Thom smirked. 

Eirika gritted her teeth, closed her eyes. “It was...” 
Swallowed, opened glazed eyes. “Cathe. Cathe coordinated 
this. That’s what we came here for. She was putting the final 
pieces in place.” Tapped her foot. “And she did the same 
thing in the west.” 

Thom walked in a circle. “Great.” 

“Should we be worried about the Blue?” Juste asked. 

Eirika shook her head. “She’d never heard of them.” 

Juste sighed and nodded. “Whatever happens, they’d 
likely be the first to know.” 

“Hate to say it,” Stewart said, “but there’s not much we 
can do, really.” 

“Just hope for the best,” Em added with an attempted 
smile. 

Powell cut in. “How about we focus on what we can do 
here in the east? What's my role in all this?” 

They all took a breath. Thom pointed at the crates. “Why 
don’t we get these into the storehouse first, huh?” 

Eirika nodded, hoisted a crate. They all did what they 
could, grabbed a crate or two, carried them over and through 
a door between empty stalls. Carried them into a large, open 
room, devoid of all but dust, brown and gray. Still, they 
rushed back and forth, brought all the crates with all the 
supplies from the cart to line them up along the walls of the 
empty storehouse. 

Then, at last, Powell got his job. Head out and spread the 
word. Tell every worker he knew, everyone sick of 
exploitation, everyone he trusted. Tell them to gather at the 
storehouse the next evening for food, clothes, and all the other 
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knick-knacks they’d gathered from the capital. Free for all. 
Tell them to keep quiet around the bosses, to bring their own 
tables and chairs. 

In the meantime, the visitors from the capital stepped out 
to get a feel for the mood amongst the workers. Eirika 
stepped out last. Out into harsh light. Middle of the day, 
workers and customers ran about their programmed rush. 
Dependent on the program. Too desperate and busy to think 
about changing tides, too focused on survival. Powell risked 
his wellbeing to help them. Eirika kept to herself, walked in 
slow silence. Saw the tension, the stress, the anxiety on faces 
she passed. None saw her beneath cloak and hood and plain 
brown clothes. Her mood soured. Back to the storehouse to 
wait. 

She waited the whole evening. Then she waited the next 
day. Didn’t pay attention to what the others were doing. Only 
stepped out once or twice the whole time, just long enough to 
see all the same things she’d seen the day before. She ate 
small meals. Ate them back at the storehouse. The others got 
them for her, of course, Powell giving them what money he 
could afford in the morning before heading off to work. When 
he got back, nothing had changed. 

Then, as requested, the workers flowed into the little 
storehouse when the evening arrived. Bit by bit. Stewart and 
the others crept back alongside them. As told, those who 
could brought tables and chairs. Some brought more than 
they needed for those who didn’t have their own. All pitched 
in at setting up too. Before long, the storehouse turned to a 
little restaurant, and they’d gotten to eating and gathering for 
their needs. All delighted but curious. 

Eirika watched them all mingle from her end of the room. 
Tapped her foot. Waited. Watched them settle down at their 
tables and chairs, talk about this new generosity. Powell 
struck up a conversation, something about the capital, the 
network. Stewart ran about, asked how he could help anyone, 
everyone. Em, Thom, and Juste sat together with some locals. 
All while Eirika kept watching. 

The door opened, shut with a thud. Last in, unique from 
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everyone else in the room, three newcomers. Eirika’s eyes 
narrowed, then widened. Tanae, that middle-aged woman 
Eirika had met in brief once before, her skin pure dark green, 
glanced around the room, nervous. Her long face held her 
unease with a kind of dignity. Two kids with her, a boy and a 
girl. Tall as her waist, similar skin and features. They sat 
together, apart from everyone else. Caught some bad looks 
from the other locals. 

Eirika looked around, tapped her foot, pursed her lips. 
“Alright!” Heads turned. Not all, but enough. “Alright, listen 
up!” Face tensed in impatience. More turned to listen. Stewart 
and the others, surprised but attentive. Tanae. Eirika declined 
to meet her gaze. “For anyone who doesn’t know, my name 
is... Eirika.” She rolled the name around in her mouth. “We 
brought you here to talk about what’s going on in the 
kingdom right now. I’m sure you've all heard what's 
happened in the capital and to the east.” The mood dropped. 
They didn’t know where to look. “Well, it’s not going to stop 
there. Cardarrian won’t let any corner of the kingdom stay 
out from under his heel, not for long.” 

“What difference does it make?” a young man shouted 
from the back, “Merchants, Rand, Mander, Cardarrian. We’re 
plenty used to bootheels.” 

Stewart batted the air. “You all deserve better than that.” 

“It's going to get worse,” Eirika said, “I’ve seen how 
Cardarrian treats his subjects.” Frantic chatter, noisy. “We 
don’t have to let that happen!” Chatter didn’t let up. She 
raised her voice. “The people of the capital are organizing a 
counterattack.” Drowned out the chatter. “The west market 
and its resources are already in the hands of the people, and 
the farmers to the south are building a militia. There’s hope! 
We need to join forces. Don’t let the merchants or the nobles 
or anyone else keep you on your knees!” 

“What do you expect us to do here?” a local woman asked, 
“Some of us have families to take care of. The second the 
bosses catch wind of us organizing against them, even talking 
about it, they’ll ruin us. They’ll stamp it out like they do 
everything.” 
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“And you'd rather just sit back and wait to die,” Eirika 
muttered. Caught Tanae’s eye. Looked away. 

“Look how many we've got here,” Em said, “in this room 
alone. How many more in this town? How many more in the 
kingdom? Bring us all together. They can’t stamp out all of 
us.” 

“If we don’t fight back, they’ll beat us down anyway,” 
Juste said, “That’s what they do. We can’t appease them.” 
Thom nodded along. 

Stewart walked up alongside Eirika, reached up and 
patted her on the shoulder. She gave a weak smile as he 
turned to the room. “We’re not asking you to sacrifice your 
lives or your loved ones. We’ll fight, and we'll win, once 
we've spread the word throughout the kingdom, built up our 
movement, and planned out our moves. Right now, all we’re 
asking you to do is talk to your fellow workers, you know, 
keep everyone awake and aware. We'll get the militia to send 
you all some help, keep you safe.” No one objected, but they 
didn’t look convinced. 

Powell smacked a table. “For our Master, listen to these 
people. Quit being such cowards and stand up for yourselves. 
It’s our duty to ourselves, to each other!” 

“And how do we know these people aren’t spies?” A man 
across from Powell. “How do we know they don’t have some 
kind of trap set up for us?” 

“May I say something?” Tanae. Locals scowled. Eirika 
looked away, swallowed. 

“Certainly, ma’am.” Stewart, nice and sweet. “Everyone 
gets a voice here.” 

She ignored the ones who didn’t like that. “My name is 
Tanae. I’m not from this kingdom. You all no doubt think that 
obvious, but I will see my children’s children born in our new 
home. For them, your assumptions will be wrong.” Her kids 
looked up at her, kept quiet. Stewart smiled and nodded. “We 
all know how the bosses treat us. For a foreigner, it’s doubly 
true.” Some of the others didn’t look like they wanted to hear 
that. “In my old home too, our holy land, the rulers made our 
lives miserable.” She sighed. “I think it must be like that 
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everywhere. 

“In my childhood, our hometown enjoyed some small 
freedom, laying on the westernmost cliffs near the border 
mountains far from the seat of the theocracy. We feared 
rumors of expansion, subjugation, but they were rumors. 
Then one day, when I’d grown, taken husband, and made a 
family, a new face arrived in town. He gathered us all 
together, all the townsfolk, and told us of coming soldiers. He 
told us they were coming to take all the freedom we had left. 
He urged us to arm ourselves and strike first before they 
arrived.” Eirika held her breath. Thom and Juste narrowed 
their eyes, held their tongues. 

Tanae paid them no heed. “We’d grown used to rumors, 
but this was different. This was a call to action. Many 
dismissed the man, many argued, but a few listened. My 
husband listened. A few nights later, he joined a small group 
and left the town to attack the nearest military camp. They 
ran home with the soldiers chasing behind. Then we all 
fought, and then we lost. They did exactly what we were told 
they’d do. They took our town from us.” 

“See?” another local shouted, “We’d only make things 
worse!” 

“Ym not finished.” The man shrank back at Tanae’s tone. 
“The man who came to our town, he’d been hired by the 
theocrats. Some of those who’d doubted him loudest had 
been so as well. They knew we would fight back. They 
wanted to control how we did so, to limit our strength. They 
wanted an excuse, and we gave them one. But if we hadn’t, 
they would’ve found another. Many fled to the west after that. 
Most didn’t survive the mountains. My love...” She 
swallowed, blinked. 

“Our mistake wasn’t to fight. Our mistake was to lose. My 
family has already left one home behind. We cannot lose 
another.” She pointed at Stewart and Eirika. “I don’t know 
these people or their intentions any more than the rest of you, 
but I will work with them.” Eirika’s breath released, and 
Stewart grinned. “I’ll work to make this place better than it 
has ever been for my family, for all of us. As they say, we 
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must all work together, organize ourselves, and plan our 
attacks. That’s how we’ll win. Ever vigilant, no matter how 
hard, we must fight for justice and freedom from oppression. 
Anything we don’t fight for, we’ll lose.” 

The mood shifted. Chatter grew, but livelier, hopeful. 
Everyone broke away from the lectures, back into their own 
conversations. A few locals scoffed and scowled, reluctant to 
listen, take heed of Tanae’s words. Only a few, and their 
friends set to convincing them. Eirika breathed a sigh of relief, 
took a step back. Looked off and away. 

“You been doing alright?” She’d forgotten Stewart’s 
presence. “You can take a break if you need to, take a step 
back. It doesn’t have to be all on your shoulders.” 

“Uh, yeah, yeah.” Kept looking off. “I’m fine.” 

Stewart opened his mouth, sighed, nodded. “Alright, you 
just take care of yourself. I think I’m going to stay in this town 
while the rest of you head down south, help these folks 
organize, be their liaison to the rest of the revolution. I 
wanted to wish you well, best of luck and all.” 

Eirika nodded. “You too, Stewart.” 

He smiled and walked back into the fray. She watched. 
Saw everyone enjoying themselves and grew a slight smile as 
she turned down to her feet. Stood alone at her end of the 
room. She looked back up, out, across the crowded space. At 
Tanae. Tanae already had eyes on her, cold eyes. 

She left her kids behind to take care of each other. Crossed 
the room. Eirika broke from her harsh gaze. It didn’t stop her. 
She reached her side. “I’d heard of you before. Back when we 
first met, I’d heard of you from gossip.” Eirika didn’t respond. 
“T didn’t know what to make of you then, but I think now I do. 
You're starting a wildfire.” Eirika flinched, visible. Tanae 
turned from cold to hot, shoved a finger in her face. “There it 
is! I knew it. You may not look of the holy land, but you know 
things. Who stands to benefit from this?” 

Eirika stared at a wall. “I’m not...” She swallowed. “I’m 
not here to get anyone hurt or make anything worse. I’m not 
trying to trick anyone, not like-” 

“Look at me!” Eirika forced her head back, her eyes up. 
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Found fire and fury in Tanae’s. “I will protect my family, my 
home, no matter what it takes. Anyone and anything that 
threatens us, I will destroy. That is my promise.” 

Eirika blinked. Steadied herself. With all her will, 
hardened. Failed to conceal a smirk, then gritted her teeth. 
Their eyes locked in understanding. “Good.” 
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26 


FROM HUMBLE 
BEGINNINGS 


Early the next morning, they all rode out, southeast. All 
but Stewart. Like he’d said. He’d asked on Eirika’s wellbeing 
more than once the evening before. And once in the morning. 
She’d only repeated herself, brushed him off. He could tell 
she needed help, but at last he’d given up. He’d long since 
found other work to busy himself with anyway. 

He, Tanae, and Powell had taken great initiative to 
organize the workers of the market town. Each had chosen 
their own roles. Stewart gave out all the information he could 
recall about the wider rebellion. Powell played provocateur. 
Ran about the whole big place but spoke in hushed tones 
where bosses might overhear. Tanae thought up _ the 
technicalities and kept them all in line. The others from the 
capital had done their best to keep up, do what they could in 
their short time. Eirika and Tanae had grown a mutual 
working respect before night had fallen. In the morning, 
they’d said their goodbyes and wished each other the best. 

Then they rode southeast. Sunup, a brighter sun than 
they’d had since before Cardarrian’s coup. A sun in clearer 
skies. They rode out on just the two kats who’d pulled the 
cart, little sacks of food at their sides. Powell had offered to 
find more, more kats, more food, but they’d refused. The 
market would need all the resources it could get. The riders 
could do with what they had. Thom sat behind Em at the 
back. Eirika sat behind Juste at the front. Juste knew the way, 
born and raised in the southeast. 
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Travelers filled the road running south out of the east 
market, tense, crowded, slow. Juste didn’t stick to it for long. 
He led them off road, away from the bustle, across the plain 
and into the forest. It could’ve slowed them down, but he 
knew the way. Or rather, he knew how to find it. How to find 
openings and paths and stretches of meadow for them to ride 
across quick. At times he didn’t find anything, the thick of the 
woods forced them to slow, but only at times. At times he 
found a road again, fewer travelers as they rode further south. 
Each time, regardless, they left it just as quick. 

In the woods, when they slowed, Eirika’s tension slipped. 
Tension she’d held easy amongst crowds in bustling towns, in 
the cramped space of the cart between. Tension that now lost 
its hold despite her best effort. She watched the reds and 
oranges of the leaves overhead turn to browns, to greens. 
Shade and a cool breeze staved off the heat of the sun. She 
breathed slow, blinked, looked down. 

Midday, they slowed, stopped at a forest clearing, gave 
their kats some rest. “Eat whatever you need to,” Eirika told 
the others, “Keep yourselves strong. I’ll hunt our dinner.” So, 
they ate and drank their supply. Eirika took little for herself. 

Said no more to the others. She leaned against a tree, 
looked out into nature, tried not to hear the others talk. 
Almost succeeded. Words washed over her. Em approached 
her once or twice with a, “Care to join us?” or a “What do you 
think?” Didn’t get more than a head shake or dismissive wave, 
gave up. 

Back on their kats, headed off again. Back to silence. Roads 
grew scarce. On the occasion they found them, they never 
found other travelers. Still, they kept to forests when they 
could. Animals kept far away from kats. So, for a time, their 
paths lay empty. The kingdom, the world lay empty, empty 
of the troubles they rode from and those they rode toward. 

The sun lowered before Eirika could think. Isolation had 
flushed all thought from her mind. Soon, or perhaps after a 
while amidst the darkening greens above and below, Juste bid 
his kat slow. Eirika looked around her, around them all. Took 
in all the flat empty space growing between the trees, gradual. 
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“We'd better stop here,” Juste said. The kats slowed to a 
stop in a large open area, patches of grass among the dirt, 
patches of open sky above, darkening blue for a little while 
longer. 

Eirika hopped down before the others. “I’ll be back with 
food.” 

She didn’t wait for a reply, walked away and out the side 
of the clearing. Into the denser woods, further and further 
from the rest. Alone, now, in the fullest sense. Her face 
relaxed, breathing slowed. Eyes listed in an arc. Shrubs, 
bushes, trees hid smaller animals. Not well enough for her 
eyes. Still, she kept still, waited. 

At last, she heard it. A lower rustle, further ahead. Took a 
few steps, slow, quiet, in its direction. Then she saw it. Hiding 
behind tall grass. Thin orange fur, lean, but big enough for 
four. Short horns, long face, wide eyes stared back at her. It 
stood still as a statue, and from the moment they locked eyes, 
so did she. 

Her breathing rose from still to slow. Strained. She 
struggled to calm it. Succeeded for a moment, then failed. Her 
body relaxed, then tensed again. She blinked, broke eye 
contact, twitched. Groaned in frustration. Her prey stepped 
back, and she gave up. Whole body hardened, sprung, 
crossed the distance in a flash. No time for it to bolt away. 
Tackled it to the ground hard, its fear lasting half a moment 
as she twisted her whole body to snap its neck. Breathed hard 
through her teeth, all her calm gone. 

She arrived back at camp with the corpse over her 
shoulders. Thom raised an eyebrow, and Em chuckled at him. 
Juste didn’t react. They’d started up a fire in her absence, 
crackling soft. Someone had refilled their water from a nearby 
stream. Hefting the corpse over her head, Eirika dropped it to 
the ground by the fire. Then they got to work, cutting. Juste 
had thought to bring a knife, wieldier for the task than 
Eirika’s sword. But Eirika did her part too while Em and 
Thom waited to cook the pieces as they came. 

In the end, they all sat around the fire to eat. Eirika 
separate from the others. Not too far, still well within the heat, 
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but away. She gazed into the fire, stared into it, and nothing 
else. Ate quick but mindless. Focused her being on the flashes, 
the crackle. Yet still, their voices seeped through. Still, she 
couldn’t help but hear their talk. 

“You think these farmers will listen to us, Juste?” Thom 
said, “I’ve always heard they’re a stubborn bunch.” 

Juste shuffled, uncomfortable. “I mean, there’s a reason I 
left.” 

“If we give up that quick, they won’t!” Em chimed in, 
“Quit your grumbling.” 

“They're stubborn.” Three heads turned to the sound of 
Eirika’s voice. She didn’t budge. “Fearful, prejudiced, and 
stubborn, all of them. I’m sure Juste knows that better than I 
do. But Em’s right. We've got to get them on our side, so we 
will. I’ve done it before.” 

Em looked smug. “See?” 

“We'll see when we get there,” Thom said, “Don’t get too 
excited.” 

“Agh!” Em brushed him off. 

“T don’t know,” Juste said, sighed, “I mean, I know they’ve 
got their bandit watch now, so at least they’re looking out for 
each other. I guess that’s some hope.” He glanced at Eirika. 
“Tt just doesn’t sound like the people I know.” 

“Yeah,” Eirika said, “I saw how paranoid they get. They 
won't be too eager for any big changes. But you’d be 
surprised how much desperate times can change people. 
Some people...” 

“IT guess,” Juste said, sighed, “I mean, I’ve changed. I 
suppose they can too.” Eirika looked him in the eye. “Living 
in that village... I couldn’t stay down there, I just couldn't. 
When I ran off, I thought some big city would be better for me. 
Found the biggest one I could. I thought I could just be myself 
and live my life.” He laughed, bitter. “A bit like that foreign 
woman, Tanae. She had it right. And I changed, I realized the 
same thing she did. You can’t just go someplace else and look 
for better. It’s not going to be better anywhere if you don’t 
make it. So, it doesn’t matter what I think. They’ll change 
when we make them change, like you said, like you’ve done 
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before.” He nodded at her. She nodded back. 

“Hey now!” Em chimed in, “If you hadn’t come north, 
you'd never have met me.” 

Juste couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh, yeah, you’re worth the 
world.” He rolled his eyes. “Believe me, if I could trade you 
out for some security, some livelihood, a respectable job...” 
Snapped his fingers. “In a second.” 

“Hear that, Em?” Thom said, “This one’s got some sense.” 

“Don’t you start!” Em waggled her finger at him. “Don’t 
go spouting that vitriol about my profession like you always 
do. The general public is one thing, but my own brother! I 
happen to like what I do, and I’m exceptionally good at it. 
Juste and I ought to be as safe and respected as anyone else in 
this kingdom. My good buddy here just lets the mudslinging 
get to him sometimes.” 

Eirika looked straight at her. “What do you do?” 

“Sex!” Thom cringed at the word. “I don’t like to make a 
big deal about it, but I know you’ve got my back.” 

“T agree.” Em beamed. “What we’re doing here, we’re 
doing to make life better for everyone. Safe, respected, like 
you said. You’re not hurting anyone.” 

“Tm helping people!” 

“All the same, Juste should have the opportunity to help 
people in other ways if he wants.” Em gave a dismissive 
wave. 

“I don’t know, Eirika,” Juste said, “I didn’t even know 
what I wanted when I ran off to the capital. I don’t really 
know now. I just want something better.” 

“Then we'll get it for you.” Eirika’s gaze bore down hard. 

Thom smiled despite himself. “Your confidence knows no 
bounds.” Eirika frowned and looked away. 

Juste turned to Thom. “Look. All I know is we’ve got to 
take it, whatever it is. No one in power is ever going to give it 
to us. They’re not going to give us anything.” Looked at all of 
them. “And that’s why we've got to hold each other 
accountable too. The four of us with each other, alright? And 
the Blue, and the capital network, all of us. It’s like Soren said, 
no one can take that power. We’ve got to keep him to his 
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word. Nothing less than equality. I know that sounds like a 
faetale, but, well...” Looked at Eirika. She broke his gaze. 
“We'll find a way.” 

Eirika nodded, stiffened. “Right.” Looked at everyone in 
turn. “I’m glad we have an understanding.” 

Em looked nervous for a moment, but she put on a wide 
grin. Having finished her dinner, she scooted herself to 
Eirika’s side. “Look at you, all set to take on the world!” She 
laughed as Eirika fell back, flustered. 

Thom shook his head. “All I’m saying is it takes more than 
confidence.” He turned to Juste. “But Juste, if we do manage 
to do this thing, don’t hesitate to talk to me. I’ve got 
connections. I can always find you some work.” 

Em rolled her eyes as Thom and Juste took up their own 
conversation. Her annoyance didn’t last long. “That was the 
closest you’ve come to chit chat since we started up this 
revolution, Eirika. We don’t always have to be so serious, you 
know. Those two never saw you before, but I remember. 
You're different now.” 

Eirika looked away. “I’m fine. We need to focus on the 
mission.” 

“All this mission here in the forest.” Em waved her arms 
around, but Eirika kept quiet. “You're not fine. Something 
happened to you, more than just finding out Cardarrian’s 
rotten. A foreign touched weirdo like you has gotten us all 
thinking maybe this kingdom really can change, and we all 
want you to be alright too.” She looked at the other two, 
distracted by their own conversation. “Those of us who can 
be bothered to pay attention.” 

Eirika sighed. “Don’t look up to me. Look to yourselves. 
Look to each other. You’ve all been through a lot, your whole 
lives. You’ve persevered. Me...” She shook her head. “I’ve 
made too many mistakes.” 

“Everyone makes mistakes, Eirika.” 

“Do you want to know something?” Em shut her mouth. 
“You know the Green Cavalier, right? Worked for Rand. He 
was in the capital.” 

“Did he die in the coup?” 
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Eirika shook her head. “I killed him. Two nights before.” 
Em didn’t say anything. “He found the network, threatened 
them, and I’d seen what happened to people he got his hands 
on.” She clenched her teeth as Em watched in silence. “Now, 
though? He’d have died anyway, like you said, in the coup. It 
wouldn't have mattered.” 

“But you didn’t know that. You couldn’t have.” 

“That’s not the point.” She stared into the fire, held her 
breath steady. “The point is I don’t feel anything. Aren’t I 
supposed to feel something? I wasted so much of myself, so 
much time, for nothing. I put everything I had into making 
him better, and none of it mattered. The Red Cavalier too, I 
tried to turn him away from Cardarrian. I looked up to him. 
I...” She bit her lip. “Even the grief I could spare for my own 
innocence is spent now. Eirika. Lady. What claim do I have to 
any of that when I can’t even feel how I’m supposed to 
anymore?” 

Em took a deep breath in, held it. “Are you sure there isn’t 
someone else this is about?” Eirika flinched. “I bet you still 
feel something about her, something you don’t want to think 
about. I don’t know about any knights or nobles, but Cathe, 
there’s something in Cathe underneath all of her...” She 
waved her hand around. “I’d say your efforts were worth it 
for her, no matter how it all ended up.” Eirika tried to blink 
back tears, failed. Em chuckled soft, didn’t smile. “There, now 
you’re feeling something at least. Don’t give up on yourself.” 

“Yeah,” Eirika said, just managing to get it out, “I know.” 

“Okay,” Em said, “Just take care of yourself. I’m always 
willing to talk.” 

Eirika let out a sigh. “Yeah.” All she could say. 

She finished her meat. Didn’t move from her spot, talk, 
think. It went down fast, what little she had left. The strong 
savory taste died in her mouth. Em crawled away, grew tired, 
found a covered spot to set herself up to sleep. The two men 
talked for a while longer. Eirika didn’t hear any of their 
chatter, not like before. Nothing swayed her attention. In time 
they tired too. Eirika sat in place and watched the fire burn 
down, stiff, before drifting off. 
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She woke after dawn. Opened her eyes to the others 
packing their supplies and getting the kats ready to ride. 
What little had remained of their packed food, they'd finished. 
Em noticed her first. “Why didn’t you wake me up sooner?” 

“Those two were afraid of you. It was honestly pretty 
funny.” The men pretended not to notice her talking about 
them. “Besides, you deserve the rest.” 

“Quit treating this like entertainment.” Em looked hurt, 
and Eirika took a deep breath. “Sorry. That wasn’t right.” 

Em cheered back up. “Hop to work, soldier!” 

Reluctant smile on her lips, Eirika shoved herself to her 
feet and made herself useful for the little work they had left. 
Then they rode off. The forest thinned. They rode quick. 
Hours before they passed another road, and rare did they find 
other travelers once they did. Forest gave way to plain, gentle 
hills. Eirika kept quiet and stoic. Her breath came slow, 
relaxed, but her eyes kept alert. She scanned the nature 
around them. 

Hours later, roads vanished. The sun hung high in the 
clear sky overhead. Burned down hard. Breeze blew gentle as 
an offset. They hadn’t eaten. Eirika kept determined, but the 
siblings started to frown, fret. “Should we stop soon?” Thom 
asked. 

Juste shook his head. “We’re almost there. Just hold out a 
bit longer.” Eirika nodded along. She recognized the area at 
last. 

Before long, farmland popped up in the distance. A few 
villages off to their sides. The Bradleys looked over, but Juste 
and Eirika held their gazes forward. They kept riding, quick 
and steady. Farmers and feathered beasts looked up from 
their work, watched them pass. Eirika’s cloak, hood up, kept 
her hidden. The others didn’t look out of place. Camping in 
the wilderness had dirtied them up enough to fit in. None of 
the locals bothered with them for long. 

At last, the village appeared on the horizon. Their target. 
That same village Eirika had known, had helped, center of 
farming in the southeast. Eirika stiffened, her breath held. Her 
eyes glued to the place. Juste narrowed his, pursed his lips. 
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He glanced away as if avoiding eye contact as the village 
stared back at him. 

Still, they rode straight for it, and before either of them had 
the time to grow comfortable, they arrived at that same road 
Eirika and Cathe had left from. The same villagers roamed the 
little road at the edge of the village. The same villagers grew 
skittish at the sight of the newcomers. Though now, some 
settled their gaze on Juste before turning away. None of them 
fled this time. 

From out of the crowd emerged Kent, the mayor’s 
assistant, carrying a large satchel and hurrying about his 
business as usual. He saw the riders, saw Juste. Dropped his 
satchel. Eirika lowered her hood. Seeing her too, he furrowed 
his brow. Juste didn’t notice. His gaze transfixed on the man, 
yet he couldn’t see his reaction. He climbed to the ground. 
Eirika followed suit, then Em and Thom behind. 

“Kent,” Juste said in a low, somber tone, “You look like 
you've done well for yourself. I’m glad.” 

“Juste, I...” Kent glanced at Eirika again, back to Juste. 
“Have you been involved in the chaos up north? We’ve heard 
rumors, I...” His voice came out at almost a tremble, a far cry 
from the overworked shouting Eirika had heard on her last 
visit. “I thought I’d never see you again.” 

“Yeah, so did I.” Juste sounded bitter. Em’s eyes widened, 
intrigued, while behind her Thom tapped his foot, looked 
away, uncomfortable. 

Kent finally registered Eirika in her own right. “Where’s 
your other half?” 

Eirika’s hand twitched. She let out a hard exhale, walked 
around Juste, scowled. “It’s a long story. Come on, let’s keep 
moving.” She kept walking, passed Kent by. He and Juste 
looked on. Em and Thom exchanged glances before taking 
hold of the kats and complying. 
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Zi 
LEFT UNFINISHED 


On the inside, the looming walls of the temple oppressed. 
The darkness depressed, cut by orange candles and small 
windows. The outlined paths and kneeling spaces on the 
hard-stone floor nudged facing toward a solitary space, and 
the raised platform at that nexus lifted it up above the heads 
of even those standing at floor level. The pious meant to look 
up in awe as the architecture and the preacher’s words held 
them down. No one stood there now. Now, the preacher 
stood at the side of the room, shuffled back and forth, glanced 
out, pretended not to glance, pretended to work. Pretended 
not to resent. 

After arriving in the village, the travelers had taken only 
enough time to eat. Kent had run off to gather mayor Daren 
from his work while Daren’s wife Susana had run them out 
their quick meals. Bread, vegetables, water. Eirika had 
insisted they hurry, and the others hadn’t questioned. Daren 
had met them at the end of their meal, and Eirika had made 
sure he’d understood her urgency as much as everyone else. 

He’d complied without complaint, set up a space in the 
temple for a meeting. They’d brought in chairs. The temple 
had none otherwise. Strewn them in a circle. The preacher 
had objected, but Daren had overridden him. As much as the 
preacher would belt out his pious authority, he wouldn’t dare 
get himself on the bad side of the one who kept him in 
business. 

Kent had stuck to Daren’s side, while Susana had insisted 
that she had her own work to attend to. Jones and Kevan, 
those first men of the militia, had wanted to see Eirika 
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alongside a few of the newer members. One woman, the rest 
men. They’d eyed Eirika as they’d arrived, expectant, but 
she’d averted her gaze. 

Then they got straight to business. Eirika filled them all in 
on the quick basics of the situation up north. Cardarrian’s 
coup and their response. Daren listened, sighed, then took the 
opportunity to share the village news. “A few days after you 
left,” he told her, “a bunch of fancy looking men from some of 
the biggest merchant companies came down to the village, all 
of them in a group.” 

“They really are working together now.” Thom scoffed. 

“Yeah, and they offered to buy up the farms. Said they’d 
get us more money, better protection, deal with the nobles so 
we don’t have to. Well, we laughed them off. We all knew 
Rand wouldn’t like that, us up and ditching him. He’d have 
come down hard on us, harder than any merchants could 
handle. We’d be the ones to suffer the consequences.” He 
grunted. “Then we heard the rumors...” 

“Yeah,” Juste said, “Rand’s gone now.” 

Daren nodded. “Nothing serious has been decided, but 
I’ve heard some people talking, saying we should take the 
opportunity, go with the merchants.” 

“You think they knew what was going to happen?” Em 
asked. 

Eirika shook her head. “Cardarrian’s got no reason to let 
that slip, and the merchants are too panicked now to have 
known what was going to happen. More likely, it was a show 
of aggression against the nobles. They must’ve been planning 
their own grab at power. I’d bet they’re real busy shoring up 
any differences they’ve got left.” 

“T’ve got to tell you, Eirika,” Daren said, “The temptation’s 
there. The whole village is torn about it. Half of us say we 
should take up with the merchants. The other half wants to 
just wait for Mander to come and claim us.” 

“You're not going to do either. You’re going to help us 
fight back, work for yourselves for once.” The militia 
members leaned in, eager on Eirika’s every word. Even Jones 
and Kevan, whose gaze she avoided. Even the preacher in the 
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back stopped pretending not to eavesdrop, intent. “You 
already know how the nobles treat you, and the merchants 
will throw away their promises the moment they own you. 
Take it from people who know.” Juste and Em nodded, and 
Thom did too, reluctant. 

Jones chimed in. “I don’t know, Eirika.” He hung his head 
low. “We've got our bit of self-defense, but it really isn’t much. 
Whatever rumors you've heard, they’re way overblown if you 
think we can make a real impact. We can barely feed the 
people we’ve got.” Eirika clenched her teeth, didn’t engage. 

Em grinned. “But think how much easier it’d be to feed 
everyone if you didn’t have to give so much food and money 
to a few people at the top of the chain!” 

Eirika sighed. “If you don’t fight back now, it won’t be 
Mander who takes control in the end. Cardarrian’s behind all 
this chaos, and he’s much worse. He’ll overrun the merchants 
and any nobles who think they’re his equals.” 

“But during that chaos,” Juste said, “we've got 
opportunities.” 

Thom sighed. “I have to admit you’re right about that. It’s 
what the merchants have always done to undermine their 
competition, seize any chance they can get in the chaos of the 
marketplace. None of them know about our little band of 
rebels yet. It might not be the easiest thing to figure out how 
and when to strike, but it’s possible if we can get it right.” Em 
raised her eyebrows, shocked. “What? You think I’d be here 
in the first place if I didn’t know that?” 

Kevan chuckled. Jones looked over at him and smiled. “I 
tell you, Eirika. You and yours sure do know how to make a 
point.” 

Daren took a deep breath, let it out slow. “What would 
you have us do, then?” 

“Just send a few people up north for now,” Eirika said, “to 
the east market. They can train the workers there to fight. We 
don’t need any more than that just yet.” 

“T suppose that’s doable,” Daren said, “I really do hope all 
your optimism works out for the best.” 

“It’s not optimism. It’s action.” 
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The preacher had stopped cleaning the sides of the room. 
“In the hands of our Master, we can craft amazing works!” 

“Thank you, Ian,” Daren said, exasperated, “We strive to 
hone ourselves to perfection.” He didn’t sound all in it. “I’ve 
got to say, Eirika, I always heard Cardarrian was better than 
all that. Everyone always said he didn’t tolerate crime, said he 
protected his people, kept a good order.” 

“No,” Eirika said a bit too loud, “Only a narrow, rigid 
order that none of us can fit into. He won’t tolerate deviation. 
He’ll weed it out with deadly force. We can’t be party to that 
kind of order.” She looked down at her hands. They shook. 
Glanced over at Juste, then back to Daren. “You hear me? No 
more of these foreign touched insults. We celebrate deviance. 
Understand?” 

“7,” Daren started, “Yeah.” Militia members chuckled. 

“We're going to make sure everyone’s needs are met, no 
matter who they are, no matter what they need. That’s real 
justice, real peace. We’ve got to win this. There’s no other 
option!” She recoiled from her own force, sank back down. 

“Eh...” Daren looked dejected. “I guess you're right. I’ve 
still got a lot to learn.” 

Jones patted him on the back. “Don’t sweat it. We've all 
got learning to do. We ought to embrace it.” 

Daren held his head up and smiled. “I don’t know if it 
helps you at all, but one of the rumors we’ve been hearing 
claims to know where Cardarrian’s forces are at.” Eirika’s 
eyes lit up. “Supposedly, they’re on the move out in the west, 
in Korrigan’s territory. No idea why, but apparently that Red 
Cavalier’s leading them, so it must be something big.” 

“Ym taking him down,” Eirika said without hesitation. 

Jones gave a hearty laugh. Thom, though, jolted up. 
“Whoa, whoa. How are you planning on doing that?” 

“You obviously haven’t seen what she can do,” Jones said, 
still laughing. 

“Are you sure?” Em asked, “I know how you've been—” 

“We're heading that way,” Eirika said, “If he’s there, I’m 
taking him down. I have to. That’s it.” 

Em nodded. “Alright, then. That’s it.” Thom sighed but 
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nodded too. 

“Tf you manage to pull it off,” Daren said, “it’d be great for 
your cause. Just be careful.” He tapped his foot. “That’s all the 
news I’ve got. Is that all you’ve got for us?” The travelers all 
nodded. No one else objected. “Okay, then. I'll talk with my 
fighters to see who wants to head north. Kent, you’re free to 
go if you'd like. You're all welcome to use the temple to talk 
for as long as you need.” 

Everyone got up, one by one. Eirika tossed her cloak over 
her shoulders, made accidental eye contact with Jones as he 
joined the rest of the militia men talking with Daren. She 
wandered away from the group, breathed deep, looked 
around the tall dark building, the kneeling spaces unused, the 
preaching platform empty despite the preacher present. Then, 
at last, back at the others. 

Daren talked with the militia members like he said he 
would. Jones and Kevan looked serious, the others cheery and 
intent. Kent, though, stood away with Juste. They spoke in 
hushed tones, stood close, faces relaxed, concerned, 
vulnerable. Thom and Em stood casual off to the side, 
chatting and looking sometimes friendly, sometimes annoyed. 
Em spotted Eirika and waved. Eirika nodded back, gave a 
hint of a smile. Even Ian, the preacher, now moved between 
the groups, interacting with them while, if not friendly, at 
least not aggressive. 

She didn’t see Jones and Kevan break from the rest of their 
group until they’d reached her side. She looked at them, 
corner of her eye, inhaled, looked away. “So, I’m not sure 
how to...” Jones managed to stumble out. 

“He's dead.” Jones’s gaze dropped, and Kevan closed his 
eyes. “I’m sorry.” It got out as a whisper. 

“T guess that’s not a surprise. He always joked about 
getting himself killed one day.” 

“Herth’s dead too,” Eirika muttered, “if that makes a 
difference.” 

“Thanks. But it really doesn’t.” 

“Yeah.” Silence hung for a moment. 

“It'll be alright. Don’t beat yourself up.” Kevan nodded 
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along. “You're doing a lot of good. We all are.” 

They all kept silent, breathed slow. When she looked back 
up, she found Juste approaching them, sheepish. 

“Ym sorry if this is a bad moment.” He shuffled his feet. 

“It’s okay, Juste,” Eirika said. 

“Well, um...” He looked around. “I was thinking, if it’s 
okay with you, I’d like to stay here in the village, just for the 
time being, to get the people here caught up with the whole 
plan, you know, help them out. I can learn more about what 
they’ve been up to, you know, how the militia works. I’ll find 
some way to get the information back to Soren and the others. 
If that’s okay.” 

Eirika looked past Juste to where Kent stood alone, 
pretended not to watch them. “You don’t need my permission, 
Juste.” 

Juste sighed, relieved. “Right, thanks. I’ll go let the siblings 
know.” He turned and hurried off. 

Jones drew himself out of his stupor. “You know what? I 
want to go with you. It’s not right they can do what they did 
to Gren. I’ve got a mind to pay them back for it.” He took a 
breath. “And I guess I can see what all the fuss is about up 
north, tell the other fighters all about my glorious battles 
when I get back, eh? Us fighters down here, we like to keep 
everything equal between us, and now that I don’t got to wait 
for Gren to get back... I’ve got to stop anything like that from 
happening again. We can do with a few less for the time being. 
Everyone likes Kevan. He’ll keep them in line.” Kevan 
attempted a smile. 

“Yeah, Jones,” Eirika said, “We'd be happy to have you. 
Let’s go talk to the other two.” 

Eirika turned, looked over, saw Juste walk away from the 
Bradleys. Back to Kent. Kevan tapped Jones on the shoulder, 
gestured at the other militia members. “Alright,” Jones said, 
“T'll talk to you when we head out, say goodbye.” Kevan gave 
him a serious look. “I know. For Gren.” 

Kevan nodded, took a step back, walked away. Jones 
turned to Eirika, then followed her lead as she took him to the 
siblings. Em turned from Juste’s departure to Eirika’s 
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approach, then to Jones behind her. “Hi there!” she said as 
they reached her, “We haven’t been introduced yet. I’m Em. 
This here...” She pointed absentminded at her brother. “Is my 
brother Thom. Are you with the militia?” 

“Aye,” Jones said without much spirit, “Name’s Jones. I 
thought I’d tag along with you all when you head out. All 
that organizing, it sounds intriguing. I figure you must be 
doing something right. Maybe we really can take down all 
those tyrants.” 

“Sounds great!” Em said, “Nice to meet you.” 

Thom nodded. “Hey. I hope you know what you're getting 
yourself into.” 

“Don’t worry,” Jones said, “I’ve stared down the pointy 
end of this one’s sword.” He gestured at Eirika. “I’d much 
rather have you at my back.” 

Em laughed hard, and even Thom chuckled, quiet. A smile 
cracked the corner of Jones’s mouth for the first time since 
Eirika had given him the news of Gren’s death. Eirika nodded, 
gave a brisk wave, bowed out of the conversation, turned 
away from the group quick. Not quick enough to avoid 
seeing Em’s frown at her leaving. 

“See you later, then,” she heard Jones say from behind. 

Em answered him. “She’s been like that, it’s...” 

She’d walked too far away to hear any more. Walked even 
further. From an empty corner of the room, she looked back, 
took in the space. The dour shape and feel of the room hidden 
behind the kinetic energy of its occupants. Kevan had joined 
Daren and the rest of the militia members who'd stuck 
around. Jones still stood chatting with the Bradleys, friendly, 
relaxed, no longer paying Eirika any attention. 

Kent and Juste now stood away in a little corner. Warm 
eyes on one another, warm smiles. Talking quiet as they’d 
done before, but at ease now. Juste’s arm rested on Kent’s 
shoulder. Eirika glanced at Daren. He, occupied with more 
important business, ignored both her and the two men. 
Looked back at Kent and Juste, looked down, hands shook. 
Let out a strained exhale, bit her lip, and turned to leave the 
temple. 
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Outside, she closed her cloak, pulled up her hood, 
vanished in the center of the villagers. They made their way 
around her, oblivious to her presence, oblivious to the events 
transpiring in the kingdom around them. Not for much 
longer. Still, though, right now they had some routine left, 
some normalcy. They didn’t look happy, exactly. They 
worked to exhaustion. But they might prefer it to change, 
change of any kind. Either way, they didn’t know yet. 

Eirika wandered away from the temple, slow, not looking 
back. Her cloak drifted across the dirt as she drifted across the 
little village. She drifted down the roads in one direction, then 
another, without any care for where she might end up. Ended 
up walking past the mayor’s home, stopped only a moment. 
Empty now from what she could make out through the 
window. Turned onto side roads, wandered further, 
expressionless. 

She passed a mother scolding her son, waggling her finger, 
speaking hushed but sharp words. The boy looked on the 
verge of tears. Villagers walked past without so much as 
acknowledging the scene. Eirika paused, failed to raise a hand, 
turned and moved on. She came upon a group of teenage 
boys marching down the road, searching every passage and 
corner they crossed. Another boy escaped through an alley 
before they could find him. Daren’s son Jacob, maybe. Still, 
Eirika did nothing. 

In time, a long time, she found herself at the edge of the 
village, looking out across the plain at the farmland beyond. 
The farmers with their stocky work animals all worked 
without a moment's rest. She watched them, motionless. 
Beneath her hood, her mouth shut, her breath short, her eyes 
empty. The farmers out of reach, the villagers, their needs, 
passing her by. Her hands shook. She drifted to a small 
building, a wooden wall. Leaned her back against it, slid 
down, sat. Sat for some time. 

Commotion, sounds of shuffling and shouting, roused her 
from her stupor. She lifted her head, looked out. Across the 
road, at that edge where she’d stood and stared, a bulky man 
covered in dirt and sweat swayed left and right, staggered his 
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way toward a pair of idling villagers. His lacking grace gave 
him away. His prey turned to flee, frightened. Nonetheless, 
he stumbled on after them, then after whomever else he 
found along his way, fumbling at the short sword on his belt. 

Eirika gritted her teeth, growled. Shoved herself off the 
ground and marched out into the road. Even so much 
aggression didn’t garner any attention beneath her cloak, 
didn’t catch his notice. He found his sword. Yanked it out of 
its sheath, stumbled, struggled to keep hold of it. Then, with 
effort, raised it high. In that moment she reached his side, 
pulled off her hood, and shoved him hard by his shoulder. 

The sword dropped to the ground. He stumbled back. 
With a crouch she had it in her hand, blade down. With a step 
she grabbed his collar, let his legs dangle, his toes scrape the 
dirt. “I’ve got no patience for the likes of you.” 

Then, at last, she saw the tears in his eyes. For the first time, 
she heard the words in his slurred speech. “All dead now... 
last of my friends, rotting in the woods stuck through with 
arrows... same as the rest of the gang... Someone’s got to 
pay!” 

She didn’t hear the scream escape her mouth as the 
pommel of his sword cracked the side of his jaw. He fell to the 
ground in a heap, blood dripping from his mouth, seeping 
into the dirt. She kicked his back hard; he let out a muffled 
groan. “You missed one,” she muttered to herself as she 
walked around to his front and raised her foot once again. 

A small figure stood far down the road, a young girl, 
frozen in shock. Sonia. The mayor’s daughter. That girl who’d 
thought Eirika so great. The sword dropped to the ground, 
and Eirika’s foot fell alongside it. She breathed heavy. Eyes 
wide with terror to match those staring back at her. Eyes that 
failed to register the pair of militia men running toward the 
collapsed interloper, failed now to see anything but the girl. 

She stepped around the collapsed man, stepped toward 
Sonia, who took one step back before planting herself in place, 
trying to look brave. “Sonia,” Eirika got out in a coarse 
whisper, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” She reached the girl, fell to 
her knees. “I shouldn’t have done that. I don’t know... I 
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shouldn’t have.” 

Sonia stepped up to her, hesitant. “Friendship, generosity, 
and love, remember.” The words came out meek, broken. 
“You told me.” 

Eirika nodded. “I remember.” She wiped a tear from her 
eye. “Thank you.” 

“Are you still looking for James?” Sonia gained a bit of 
confidence. “He could help you, I bet. Have you not been able 
to find him?” 

Eirika shook her head. “I found him, but...” She blinked. 
“Sometimes, people aren’t who you expect them to be.” 

“Oh.” Sonia shuffled her feet. “But it’s okay, you still have 
Cathe. Is she hiding? She’s good at hiding.” 

“No, Sonia.” Eirika swallowed. “Cathe’s... Cathe’s in 
trouble.” 

Right then, Sonia ran to her and threw her arms around 
her shoulders. Eirika’s breath shook. “You're going to save 
her, right?” 

Eirika forced herself to calm, took a few deep breaths. 
Relief, for a moment. “Yeah,” she said, a calm smile breaching 
her lips, “Yes, Iam.” 
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28 
ONE CAGED ISLAND 


Those departing got a long night’s rest and gathered their 
supplies to leave the next morning. Eirika, the Bradleys, and 
now Jones made the group. They gave their goodbyes to 
Kevan, whose friends in the militia joined him to gawk at the 
rebels one last time before they left. To Juste who stuck to 
Kent, happy, both. Content together. And to Daren and his 
family, even a reluctant Jacob who shrank back at Eirika’s 
gaze. 

She only looked past him. She kept quiet the whole time, 
but something had shifted. Her frustration had subsided, 
replaced by a sense of purpose. Eager to get moving toward 
new goals. She managed a few slight smiles at those she left 
behind. 

They rode out southwest and left the town behind on the 
same two kats they'd arrived on. All they needed. Their packs 
stuffed with enough food to last a few days. Daren had 
insisted, so they wouldn't have to hunt or scavenge. Jones 
rode at the front now, with Eirika sitting at his back. He 
wouldn’t let that fact go unnoticed, boasting his experience 
with the southernmost reaches of the kingdom that few 
law-abiding citizens had. He rode strong and confident, eager 
to show off his expertise and advantage, eager to press on 
toward a fight. 

For the next hour or so, they rode alongside sprawling 
farmland surrounding small villages. Workers and idlers 
alike glanced up to watch them pass, but only for a moment. 
Unaware of their plans, their purpose, what they'd already 
achieved. When Eirika caught their gazes, she shot them 
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determined smiles, nods, showed her face as much as she 
could. Her cloak tucked away in a bag. Even the blocky, 
feathered farm animals sometimes glanced up. All got back to 
work in a matter of seconds, though. Frustrated at her 
inability to communicate, she turned her gaze back forward. 

The farmland thinned, vanished behind them. Foliage 
grew to take its place. Dark green trees, tall. Trees that soon 
filled the area so tight as to blot out the sun rising above. Still, 
occasion caught its light breaking through cracks in the leaves. 
The forest slowed the kats, frustrated Jones. Nonetheless, he 
found whatever little animal paths he could. He never had 
too much trouble, but any hindrance to their progress made 
him tense. He and Eirika exchanged looks, and they pressed 
on. 

As the woods stretched on and the hours passed by, her 
mood softened. Her breathing relaxed. The time spent 
without a horizon ahead tempered her impatience, her 
orientation toward the future. Still, her eyes stayed locked 
forward. When they stopped for a short lunch, her gaze 
drifted away from the group. Silent, she rose from her perch 
before the others had finished eating. They rushed to follow 
without objection. 

Soon, the forest floor grew bumpy, hilly. Soon, roots and 
rocks covered as much of the ground as dirt and shrubs. The 
kats wound their way around dense trees and over rough 
terrain. Then the ground beneath them dropped, steep. Short 
cliffs all around. They wound back and forth, slowed. 
Sometimes taking long detours. None of it bothered Eirika: 
they still made progress. At last, the hills evened out. Long 
flat forest, easy to navigate. 

All at once, the trees cut off. The wall of trees at their back 
stretched out wavy on both sides. A flat, level plain stretched 
out ahead. Beyond, at the end of all familiarity, that dead 
forest. Towering above it, those jagged mountains. That stale 
fog entwining, devouring, all of it. Nothing but plains, trees, 
and the edge of the world to their left and right. Much too far 
west now for the southeastern shadow town to show itself on 
the horizon. 
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The kats slowed to a halt, wary as the people who rode 
them. Eirika stared out, stoic, oblivious to their fears. Jones 
clenched his teeth, exhaled sharp. 

“Whoa,” Thom said, eyes wide. 

Em’s mouth hung agape. “I never thought it would be 
so...” 

“Out of place,” Eirika said. 

“Yeah,” Jones said, gruff, cynical, “Let’s keep moving.” 
“Right,” Eirika said, “We'll ride up next to it.” 

Thom shuddered. “Really? That close?” He failed to hide 
the fear in his voice, and Jones chuckled at him. 

“We're staying as far away from Cardarrian as possible.” 
Eirika looked back at Em’s wide, frozen eyes, sighed. “It’s fine. 
Just don’t ride into the fog.” 

Jones grunted, bade his kat to get moving against its 
reluctance. Em, just as reluctant, nonetheless kicked hers to 
follow behind without further complaint. They rode quick 
again, after a fashion. The sun fell into the west. The 
mountains rose higher and higher. Jones kept his cool for a 
stretch, but even his tension grew with the peaks. Eirika, 
though, stared them down. Over the long minutes, she peered 
dead ahead, eyes narrow, jaw tight, breath controlled. 

They closed in on the dead, foggy woods at a sharp angle, 
curved harsh and fast to the west. No slowing down, not if 
they could help it. Jones led them right up alongside the fog, 
daring it to reach out and grab him. He wouldn’t look straight 
at it. The razor straight edge of the forest gave the kats an 
easy run at least. Still, the Bradleys shook, held onto each 
other. And on and on they rode. 

“What...?” Jones only managed to get the one word out, 
baffled. Eirika craned her neck around him. 

“Who is that?” Thom asked, “How do you walk out here 
alone?” 

Across the flat plain, straight ahead, the man stood. Faced 
the fog, intent. They kept their pace toward him, but cautious. 
He wore a loose, soft robe, all white. All clean, like he hadn’t 
even walked through the grass. His hair golden yellow, short 
and straight, well groomed. His skin pale with a strong pink 
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blush despite the cold air. He stood stiff even as they slowed 
to a halt at his side. 

“You lost?” Jones asked. The man flinched, lost his 
concentration, scowled. 

“Can we help you with anything?” Em asked as, at last, he 
turned to get a look at the travelers. “It’s dangerous out here.” 

His deep, piercing blue eyes darted from one rider to the 
next. Eyes with round pupils. Eyes that stopped, narrowed in 
on Eirika. “Why does it have to be so messy?” His question 
came out sharp. “How is that supposed to be safer?” Eirika 
furrowed her brow while the others turned and looked at her, 
confused. “Agh!” He batted the air. “You don’t know 
anything!” He turned back to the fog. “Useless fragment,” he 
muttered to himself, then stepped forward. 

“Stop!” Jones shouted. The man had already vanished into 
the fog. 

Em yanked on her kat. “We’ve got to go after him!” 

“No, you don’t!” Thom grabbed her shoulder. 

“Don’t even think about it.” Eirika shot her a lethal stare. 

“You've been in there before, haven’t you?” Em asked, 
pointing. 

“Tt doesn't matter. He's gone.” Em struggled for something 
to say, gave up. Eirika relaxed. “He’s already gone. Are you 
looking to follow him, or are you going to be okay?” 

Em slumped; her gaze fell to the ground. She sat a moment, 
then nodded. Thom patted her on the back, but Eirika had 
already straightened herself up, turned to look back ahead. 

Jones grunted. “Crazy fool.” And no one said anything 
more. 

Their ride continued in silence. Swift, morbid silence. They 
glued their eyes forward. The Bradleys to avoid looking at the 
fog or the lands they’d left behind, distraught. Even Jones 
struggled to keep his nerves. Only Eirika remained 
undisturbed, distracted by a determination to move forward 
as fast as she could. Chasing the future as the past stayed in 
the past for now. 

Quick little streams flowed forth out of the dead forest 
ahead. Streams that, far to the north, would coalesce into a 
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raging river. Dense enough to wet the dirt and tall grass 
between. Enough to wet the kats’ paws as they charged ahead. 
Most of the time, the water didn’t trouble them, but some 
streams flowed deep enough to slow their progress, if only for 
a moment. It never deterred them, though. The kats as 
dedicated to carry their riders as the riders to press on. 

The sun fell low in the sky ahead. As the streams thinned 
out, trees cropped up in their place. Living trees outside the 
bounds of the fog. Dark green leaves scattered sparse between 
bits of grass and shrubs. Easy to avoid, easy to navigate. The 
streams, in time, let up. The mud dried. In time, the sun hung 
low enough to touch the horizon, and the riders slowed to a 
stop amongst a denser patch of trees. 

They worked together, gathered wood for a fire. Eirika 
worked in silence, quick. Jones and Thom did their parts to 
the best of their abilities, but Em moved slow, distracted. She 
kept looking at the mountains. The towering peaks didn’t 
interest Eirika, hadn’t for some time. The men avoided them 
as much as they could get away with. Em, though, couldn’t 
bring herself to look away for long. 

Before long, they'd all taken their places around the fire 
with the food and water they’d brought from the village. 
Thom watched Em watch the mountains, worried. Jones 
watched the two, took a bite, then turned to Eirika. “What are 
we going to do about this Red Cavalier? I’m keen on any 
knight’s neck I can get my hands around. I know you're keen 
on this one especially. But how are we doing this? What are 
your thoughts?” 

“Run in, run out,” Eirika said without a thought, “Take 
him alive, assuming he’s really there.” 

“Alive?” Jones scoffed. “Better than he deserves.” 

Eirika seethed, turned away. “He’s more useful alive. You 
three ought to head straight up north, stay out of it. Best they 
think I’m still alone.” She tapped her foot, impatient. 

“No way,” Em said, still distracted, “No way.” 

“Em’s right,” Thom said, “I don’t care how good you think 
you are. If you run in without a plan, they'll follow you out. 
And if they don’t catch you first, they'll follow you all the 
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way up to the rebellion.” Eirika clicked her tongue, didn’t 
retort. “Frankly, I don’t know how we expect to pull this off. 
Four people’s not much more than one.” 

“We'll do it,” Jones said, “We've got to. Anything we’ve 
got to do for the cause, I want in.” Em raised a fist in 
solidarity, didn’t look away from the mountains. “I wish we 
didn’t have to be quiet about it, though. You’re right, I know, 
but I’d cut them all down if I could. Gren was right. All 
knights are...” He caught Em’s worried expression, decided 
on tact. 

Thom shook her shoulder. “You're still thinking about that 
guy, aren’t you? It’s not good for you. There’s nothing we 
could’ve done.” 

“Poor fool,” Jones said, calming down, “Must’ve been 
wrong in the head. Shame no one stopped him from 
wandering off. Our Master knows how he ended up all the 
way at the border, though.” 

Em sighed. “He deserved better. I’ll bring this up when we 
get to the west market. We can’t afford to let stuff like that 
keep happening, not when we’re taking care of our own 
communities.” 

“We need more people like you,” Eirika said, nodding at 
Em, “People who’ll make sure we stick to our word, more 
than just tear things down. We need people to care when the 
fighting is done. Not everyone can fight their whole life.” 
Thom patted Em on the back while Jones nodded to himself, 
solemn. 

“Don’t you mean people like you, Eirika?” Em asked. 
Eirika pursed her lips. Jones caught her eye, and they 
exchanged understanding glances before she turned away. 
No one pressed her. 

All four then ate in silence. Em’s mind had left the 
mountains, done wandering for the time being. The men saw 
nothing but their food and water. Eirika, though, looked at 
everything. Everything but her fellow travelers. Glanced at 
her food only when she had to. She turned to the wetland in 
the distance behind them, its shine visible in the crossed light 
of the setting sun and the rising moon. She turned to the 
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nearby trees, their dark leaves shaking in the gentle breeze. 
She turned to the dead trees. The mountains. The fog. 

“Ts it really as dangerous as they say?” Eirika turned to see 
Em watching her. 

“It's your fear that's the danger.” 

Thom raised an eyebrow. “Fear of the fog? Fear’s what 
keeps you out of it.” 

Eirika shook her head. “Fear of what's on the other side. 
As far as I can tell, at least.” She glanced back at the 
mountains. 

“What do you see out there?” Em asked. 

She shrugged. “The edge of the world, for all I know. The 
afterlife or something, though I suppose that’s conceited. 
More likely, just...” She sighed. “Another place. This world, 
the whole of it. It’s just too small.” 

Thom shuddered. “What's that supposed to mean?” 

“The kingdom is cut off, everyone knows that. But it’s not 
just here. We’re all isolated like this.” She gazed out at the 
mountains again. “Do you have any idea how long the Tenars 
were in power? How long everything has been so static, stale, 
until now? And it’s like something finally snapped.” They all 
looked at each other, unsure how to respond. Eirika shook her 
head. “None of it makes sense. Why does it have to be so 
messy?” 

“Don’t you start talking like that,” Jones said. Eirika 
nodded, didn’t look at him. 

Thom’s eyes darted between Eirika and the mountains, 
spooked. “Everyone I’ve ever heard says the lands beyond the 
mountains are savage and uncivilized.” 

Em batted him in the side. “Shut your mouth! We all met 
Tanae up in the east market. Did she look savage to you? I’d 
love to visit her homeland someday.” 

“What does that even mean?” Eirika asked, “Civilization. 
Barbarism. How do you convince yourself of any of that?” 

Em exhaled hard. “T still can’t get over the fact that you’ve 
been in that stuff, any of it.” She waved her arms all around at 
the fog. “And even further! You’ve got to tell me about it!” 
Eirika’s concentration broke. She looked down. 
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“No, Em, I’m not hearing it,” Thom said, “I’m going to 
have a hard time sleeping already.” Em rolled her eyes. 

Jones grunted. “Seconded. We ought to get as much sleep 
as we can, anyway. We'll need all our energy for travel, and 
then...” 

Eirika met his gaze, gave him a smirk, nodded. “Then we 
get to work.” The Bradleys still looked worried, nodded 
regardless. 

They finished their food as quick as they could, put out the 
fire, set their places to sleep. Eirika lay dead still through the 
whole night. Not peace, but quiet. The others managed to get 
enough rest by morning, each in their own way. At sunrise, 
they had a quick bite to eat, cleared the area, gathered their 
belongings. They set off as the sun left the horizon behind 
them and the moon vanished ahead. 

The forest thickened fast as they rode west. Obscured the 
sun rising from behind within the hour. In a couple hours 
more, it grew as thick as the dead trees to their left. No longer 
could the travelers see the border. The kats slowed, wove 
around trees and bushes. Jones led the group north, and 
Eirika didn’t protest. Perhaps they could find an edge to the 
forest, an open plain they could ride alongside. 

The trees parted, and all at once Jones reined the kat back, 
veered it back into the forest. Em followed suit, quick as she 
could, but startled. “What? What is it?” 

Eirika craned her head out. She saw it too. “Soldiers.” 

A thin force lined the plains, spread far to the west. A 
soldier glanced right at their spot. Thom gasped, caught his 
breath. Eirika brought a finger to her lips, then made a 
lowering motion with her hand as the distant man walked to 
a companion. They all bent down, and the kats kneeled in 
response. Kept still, couldn’t move for fear of knocking 
branches, rustling leaves. The soldiers spoke for a moment, 
parted, returned to their patrols. 

Jones sighed, and once certain of their safety, led them 
back deeper into the forest. Thom shook his head. “Let’s not 
do that again.” 

Jones turned his head, looked out through what little gap 
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remained between the trees. “More of them than I’ve ever 
seen out here. There’s always been just one or two at a time, if 
any. Why waste all those men out in the middle of nowhere?” 

“Yve heard him mention some sort of threat from the 
outside,” Eirika said, “I’d almost forgotten.” 

Thom leaned forward. “Anything you’re not telling us?” 

Eirika shook her head. “Paranoia is useful for building a 
following. He might be looking to take advantage of that, 
scapegoat foreigners to keep his frightened subjects loyal. I 
guess he believes his own hype, though.” 

“Will we be able to get past?” Em asked. 

Eirika narrowed her eyes. “We have to.” 

“Come on,” Jones said, “Let’s go.” 

He led them south, deeper into the cover of the trees. All 
the way south. All the way to the dead forest, the fog. They 
rode slow, kept it just within view. They rode careful not to 
shake the short, thin trees, even this far into the forest. The 
trees that didn’t grow much higher than their heads. The trees 
knit so close together. The kats wound around them, couldn’t 
keep a straight path. Wary of where the trees died, the fog 
built up. Always kept the border in sight but never too close. 
Their bodies stiffened; their breathing slowed. Known danger 
to one side, unknown to the other. Still, Jones and Eirika at 
least kept their eyes narrow, forward. 

And so, they rode on. Rode for hours and hours. The forest 
stayed thick. Every hour or so, Jones would lead them north, 
slow, to peer out and confirm the soldiers did indeed still 
patrol in their line. They always did. And so, each time, they 
rode back south, just as slow. The further west, the closer the 
soldiers patrolled. For a second time, a man spotted rustling 
in the trees. Once again, they hunkered down long enough for 
him to turn away, then left. 

“No more!” Thom declared. They didn’t bother checking 
again. 

Back to the south, they stopped to eat a quick, quiet lunch. 
Back up and on the kats before they could catch their breath. 
Just a few seconds riding and Eirika lost her patience. She 
tapped Jones on the shoulder, pointed him at the border. The 


388 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


Bradleys exchanged nervous glances. Even so, when Jones 
turned to follow her instructions, they kept close behind. 

The fog emerged from behind curtains of leaves. The 
Bradleys leaned back the moment they saw it. Jones held 
strong as he stopped his kat inches from the gray wall. He 
and Eirika gazed out west along the edge. Eirika smiled. 
Right on the line between living and dead, a straight path, 
bereft of obstruction and just wide enough for the kats to pass 
through. 

So, they rode. Em and Thom rode reluctant behind, but 
they rode nonetheless. Not near as quick as they could on 
open plain, but faster than before. Fast enough to make 
progress. Determined, Eirika’s eyes narrowed, locked forward. 
The Bradleys kept glancing at the fog, leaning away. Tense, all 
of them, for different reasons. 

Em gasped, reeled back as her arm brushed the fog. 
“Cold!” 

“Touching it won’t hurt you,” Eirika said without looking 
back. 

“You tell me that now?” 

“Don’t ride all the way in.” 

“Thanks,” Em said, rolled her eyes. Thom rubbed her 
shoulder, comforted her. They rode on. 

A few long hours later, they stopped for the night. Long 
before sunset. They had to stop early: they couldn’t dare start 
a fire with soldiers nearby. None of them could tell how far 
they’d gotten in all that time. Not far enough to check north 
again. After a quick meal before moonrise, they all got as 
good a sleep as they could. 

Clouds snuck into the sky while they slept, but the air kept 
dry as they prepared themselves to ride off again. It took until 
late afternoon, a monotonous ride, but at last the forest 
thinned. The path widened, and the kats wove between trees 
to their north with greater ease. At last, they roamed free and 
away from the fog. Cautious, still, the whole way. The trees 
now spread further north than they had to the east, spreading 
as they thinned. Nonetheless, it didn’t take long to find the 
region devoid of troops. 
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The sun sank to the horizon ahead. The clouds it left 
behind dropped their first drops of rain just as a large barn 
crept into view. At its front, a small patch of short grain in 
neat rows. Beyond, a small town with flickering lights in 
round windows. By the time the travelers closed in on the 
place, the drops had turned to a downpour. 

“We made it,” Jones said, “Korrigan territory. Cardarrian 
doesn’t allow any shadow towns on his land.” 

“Just his shadow soldiers,” Eirika muttered to herself, 
pulled her hood over her head. The others followed suit. 

From behind the barn a short man, hunched over, hobbled 
out. A thin hooded coat obscured his form. The heavy rain 
hid his features. He circled his way around the barn, fast as he 
could manage. Reached down to gather scattered farming 
tools. Jones, soaked, steered his kat in the man’s direction. 
Eirika pulled her cloak over her chest, hid herself beneath. 
The man kept at his work, too busy to spot riders in the rain. 

“Hail, friend,” Jones said, lacking in confidence. The 
farmer jerked, rose almost straight. “Any chance you could 
help us get out of the rain?” 

The farmer pulled back, dropped his tools. “Whoa, didn’t 
see you there.” His voice creaked out slow. 

“My apologies.” Jones held up his hands. “We didn’t mean 
to startle you.” 

“Oh, no,” the farmer said, “Don’t worry yourselves. It’s 
just for a second I thought you were with the occupation.” He 
breathed deep, relaxed himself. “Yeah, sure, you can sleep in 
the barn if you'd like. The occupation says we got to tell them 
who comes and goes, but if you all stay out here, no one will 
be the wiser.” 

“Cardarrian’s taken this place already?” Jones asked. 

The farmer waved his arms. “What? No. I'll thank our 
Master he hasn’t gotten here yet. No, Korrigan’s troops rode 
in and took over the town a couple days ago. Recruiting 
people too. They say it’s for our protection. You haven't 
heard? It’s been a real pain.” 

Em and Thom looked at each other. “Well, either way, we 
appreciate your help,” Em said, waving at the farmer, “We 
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wouldn’t want to bother the soldiers.” 

“T don’t blame you. I never liked none of those armored 
types.” Jones smiled at that. “Don’t matter who they serve. 
We run our own business better without those lordly types 
sending their muscle to push us around.” 

Eirika hopped to the ground beside Jones, pulled off her 
hood, smirked. “We couldn’t agree more.” 

The farmer almost fell over backward. “Quit startling me!” 
He narrowed his eyes, leaned forward. “Hey, wait a second. I 
heard of you. What'd they call you?” 

“What does the rest of the town think of how you talk 
about the nobles?” She held his gaze, intense. 

“T mean, no one likes the occupation, but we all know 
Cardarrian’s worse. Rumor says he attacked his own people. I 
say Korrigan’s men would do the same if they saw something 
they didn’t like. Everyone says I ought to keep my mouth 
shut, but they know I’m right. They just don’t want to cause a 
stir.” 

“Don’t keep your mouth shut,” Eirika said. The others 
nodded along. 

The farmer grinned. “I never do.” Eirika grinned right 
back, but his grin dropped. He looked back and forth. “I 
better get back or they’ll worry where I’d got to. Worrisome 
times, you know? The barn’s open for you.” He gathered up 
his tools again. 

“Thank you very much,” Jones said. Em and Thom bowed 
from their seats. 

“Not at all, not at all.” He paused. “What should I tell the 
soldiers if they ask why I’ve been gone so long?” 

Eirika chuckled. “Tell them you saw a ghost.” The man 
burst out laughing as he walked off, but Eirika’s smile 
vanished as she raised her hood and walked to the barn. 
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29 
HE WON'T GROVEL 


Rain battered their hoods as they rode hard and fast to the 
north. Even surrounded by trees, fast as they could. The rain 
fell in blotches from the leaves above. Edge of the forest near 
to their left. They watched the road outside, close as they 
could. Everything grayed by the rain’s slanted streaks and the 
solid clouds above. Still, they saw well enough the dirt road, 
its curves, its occasional travelers. Korrigan’s grayed black 
and brown mountain crest on already gray armor. 

Their farmer host had told them to ride north. Far north. 
There they’d find the bulk of Cardarrian’s army. That 
morning, he’d brought them what food he’d scrounged up, 
asked if they needed anything else. Out of politeness. More so, 
he’d come to tell them to run off before anyone else saw them. 
Then left just as quick. They’d only gotten to ask him where 
they could find their target. All they cared to know, anyway, 
happy to oblige his urgency. 

Korrigan soldiers every few minutes. Guarding the edges 
of towns, patrolling between. The rebels watched from as 
great a distance as they could afford. From the trees, avoided 
anyone who might find them noteworthy. Not always so easy 
a feat. Large towns, they circled around at a careful pace. 
Gave a wide berth. Crossed any roads they had to only when 
empty. At times, waited long stretches of time to do so. 
Careful the whole way, they managed to remain unseen. 

Eirika kept tense, eyes narrow. Tenser every time they 
stopped. She felt Jones’s arms and back, just as tense as hers. 
Heard him grunt with each new obstacle. Beside them, the 
Bradleys held their eyes wide, their breath uneven. Watched 
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the roads with intense fear. With every soldier, their breath 
caught in unison. Their kind of alertness proved as useful as 
Eirika and Jones’s. 

Only hunger told them noon had arrived. They stopped, 
found a stream, doled out rations. The last rations. Gave some 
to the kats to keep them from wandering. After that, none left. 
The downpour made cooking impossible, but even with a 
clear sky they couldn’t risk a visible pillar of smoke. They 
didn’t talk about it, kept silent the whole time. Didn’t talk 
about where they’d find their next meal. But they couldn’t 
hide the worry on their faces. Even Eirika, through all her 
seething drive. 

The next road they followed widened, opened. Opened 
onto a field where a small mass of Korrigan soldiers spread 
out, across, almost to the edge of the forest in which the rebels 
hid. Spread haphazard, disorganized. Little scattered shelters 
lay throughout the soldiers’ ranks. The rebels snuck past with 
ease, though keeping their careful watch as the soldiers 
loitered about, anxious as their voyeurs. Defensive and more 
than ready to retreat. 

The field stretched far into the gray distance ahead. Wide 
enough for hills to block their view to the other side even on a 
clear day. They rode as quick as they could between the trees 
at the edge of the forest, scanning out and ahead. Out of the 
rain, a ridge rose high and close, cutting through the field and 
the forest. Steep enough for a difficult climb. They ducked 
back into the woods, and the field vanished. Back and forth, 
they searched out paths up the steep hills and short cliffs. In 
the end, though, the climb didn't take long, and from the peak 
they rode straight back to the edge of the plain. 

Down the long, gentle hill ahead, an enormous barricade 
of Cardarrian soldiers. Defended by temporary wooden walls, 
filling the whole north end of the plain. Twice as many men 
as the Korrigan group, easy. Disciplined, standing in 
formation or crouching behind their cover. A few knights clad 
in their ostentatious armor and rose crests at regular positions 
throughout. Eyes covering every vector of approach, covering 
the field right up to the trees. 
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Jones brought them to a halt, far enough back to keep 
hidden. He and Eirika peered out through the trees while the 
Bradleys sat stiff, breathed quiet as they could. Wouldn’t dare 
look. Jones spoke low. “You think any of those knights might 
be our guy?” 

Eirika hopped to the ground, straightened her hood, crept 
to the edge of the woods. Knelt low and scanned the small 
army, taking in each knight in turn. Each painted up in red 
with their stag crest, but in simple, flat plates. She crept back 
to the others. “He’s not there. I’d recognize his armor. 
Anyway, they don’t look like they’re preparing for a fight, 
and I doubt he’d show up for guard duty.” 

Jones growled. “Alright. Let’s get going, then.” Thom 
breathed a sigh of relief, and Em gave him the most 
comforting look she could manage. “Getting closer.” Jones 
grinned, and the Bradleys tensed right back up. 

Eirika climbed on behind Jones, and they rode off. Back 
deeper into the woods, then turning north down the hill. The 
trees grew denser. The kats wove back and forth, careful not 
to slip on the wet dirt and mud of the hillside. Still safer than 
riding next to the plain, next to the army. Stabilized at the 
bottom of the hill, on flat ground, they rode further north for 
a time, blind to their surroundings. At last, cautious, Jones led 
them back west. 

Even there, far north of the blockade, they saw the pair of 
Cardarrian soldiers before the road itself. The Bradleys kept 
their kat well back from Jones and Eirika, who backed away 
the moment they saw the soldiers. They kept riding north, 
though, close as they could risk. Any time they saw the road, 
they pulled back. Every time, they spotted more troops. On 
and on like that, further and further north. Hours and hours. 

By the time they reached the next town, their hunger had 
flared up again. A town of modest size, tall, clumped 
buildings surrounding thin streets. It pulled at them the same 
way their hunger did. Cardarrian soldiers guarded the 
entrance by the road. From their wooded hiding spot, they 
spied no more than a few civilians walking about within. A 
few soldiers too. They all moved quick, tense. 
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“We'll never find what we’re looking for just by 
wandering north,” Thom whispered, shivered, “Much as I 
hate to admit it, someone in town might know something we 
don’t.” 

“That’s assuming there’s an open way in,” Em said, eyes 
darting back and forth. 

Eirika turned back to them. “Let’s find one, then.” Em 
gave her a look of unease, but she ignored it. 

Jones grunted his approval, led them away from the road 
and around the east side of the town, careful as they could. 
The buildings came into view once again. Closer and closer to 
the riders, brick walls nestled against one another. Closed in 
until they could reach out and touch their backs. 
Undiscernible voices from the other side. A few minutes’ ride 
further north, and at last, a small but traversable gap between 
walls. 

Jones pushed himself off the kat. “I doubt we’ll find better 
than this.” He looked back at the others. “Let the kats wander 
for now. They know how to stay out of trouble.” 

The others followed suit without a word. Though with 
some hesitance on Thom’s part. Gave their kats a pat and a 
rub of assurance, then left them behind. Eirika, cloak 
wrapped around her, passed by Jones to sidle into the gap. 
Act as the lookout. Passing through, nearing the town proper, 
the chatter grew. Not loud enough, though, to overcome the 
muddling of the rain’s patter. Eirika held up a hand to the 
others, held them back as she peered into the street. A few 
civilians, a few soldiers. No one spotted her. Still, she waited. 
Waited for the street to empty, then waved the rest out of 
hiding. 

They walked the stone streets with an air of purpose, quiet, 
but without a real aim. Eirika fell to the rear, kept herself 
inconspicuous. The others kept their heads forward, their 
bodies stiff. Scanned for anything helpful only with their eyes. 
Armored bodies passed them by, steel visors in place of faces. 
Failed to spot anything out of place. Still, the Bradleys 
struggled not to jump every time. 

Through the rain, the buildings blurred, and the rebels had 
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trouble discerning their details. All businesses as best they 
could tell. Nothing more than that from any kind of distance. 
After wandering the streets for some time, Em started to look 
worried. At last, though, Jones spotted what looked like an 
inviting inn sign over one of the doors. As inviting as possible 
given the atmosphere. He clutched the coin purse at his hip, 
frowned, stared out at the door anyway. A moment's pause, 
still, before taking another step forward and leading the 
others to the side of the road. 

A woman brushed past Jones and grabbed Thom by the 
shoulder. “Thom! There you are. You're late!” 

Everyone spun to face Thom and his new interloper. Thom 
furrowed his brow, leaned forward to look at her dark skin 
and ash-brown hair. “Jenna?” She gave him a stern look. 
“Jenna! Sorry, I was held up.” 

She grabbed his arm and yanked him back and away from 
the group. He brushed her off him, tried not to show his 
annoyance, obliged her anyway. The others obliged just as 
quick, just as quiet, followed her back in the direction they'd 
come from. She hadn't seemed to have noticed Eirika. Back 
into the street and across to the other side, marched now with 
real purpose. Rounded a corner. A few buildings down, she 
led them through an unmarked door and slammed it shut just 
as Eirika slipped through last. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked. The small room lay 
empty except for a few chairs and a door leading further in. 
Eirika lowered her hood. “Whoa! Where did you...” She took 
in Eirika’s features. “Alright, maybe I don’t want to know.” 

“What about you?” Thom asked, “What are you doing 
here?” He let out a breath, turned to the others. “Jenna’s a 
business contact of mine over in the west market.” 

“Hello,” Jones said, awkward. 

“Charmed,” Em said with a still anxious smile and a bow. 

“Yeah, hi.” Jenna sighed, turned back to Thom. “I’m here 
on the Blue’s business. When we got the news about 
Cardarrian’s big hoax, I volunteered to pass on our counter 
propaganda to the southwest. This is my hometown, after 
all.” 
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“Good work,” Eirika said, stoic. 

Jenna gave her a wary side eye, softened. “Thanks.” 
Nodded. “But then as soon as I got here, Cardarrian’s army 
marched in right behind me. I barely had enough time to pass 
the word to a trader heading south before all the exits were 
shut.” 

“So, you're stuck here,” Thom said. 

“We found a way in,” Em said, “Is there anything we can 
do to help?” 

“No, I'll get myself out.” Jenna looked back and forth. 
“T’ve just got to make sure my contacts will be okay. As soon 
as the army got wind of our leak, they dropped their peaceful 
pretense and clamped down hard on us. Good for the 
propaganda but bad for the locals’ health.” 

“You might want to get out tonight,” Eirika said, 
nonchalant, “They’ll be clamping down even harder soon.” 

Jenna turned serious again. “What’s this about? What do 
you know?” 

Thom caught her attention. “Eirika wants to capture the 
Red Cavalier.” 

Jenna’s eyes widened, stuck to Eirika. “I don’t know what 
you are, but you’ve got some kind of guts. I can’t tell if it’s the 
good kind or the bad kind. Just don’t get us all found out.” 

Eirika met her gaze, nodded. “As long as they only see me, 
you'll be fine.” The Bradleys looked wary, kept silent. 

“Look,” Jones butted in, “The reason we’re here is we’ve 
run out of food, and we don’t even know where the Red 
Cavalier is holed up.” 

Jenna brought a hand to her head, turned away. “T’ll get 
you your food.” Turned back, pointed at Eirika. “You'd better 
be some miracle worker. They’ve got a camp down southwest. 
Eston’s got to be there now. That’s where he gives his orders. 
I heard he only comes out after they take a new town to tell 
all the townsfolk how great it is that they’ve been conquered.” 
She started to walk away. “But let me get you your food, 
anyway. You’re lucky I found you.” She waved, walked off 
through one of the doors. 

Thom watched her leave, turned to Eirika. “So, it’s either 
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wait however long it takes for them to take another town so 
you can attack him on the road in broad daylight, or else 
infiltrate a fully manned military camp in the middle of the 
rainy night. Fun.” 

“Ym doing it tonight,” Eirika said, ignoring his nerves, 
“Don’t worry about the infiltration. I’ll handle that. Just do 
what I say when we get there, and we'll all make it out fine.” 
Jones nodded along, energized. Thom didn’t look convinced, 
and Em empathized. Eirika didn’t bother with them. 

Before anyone could say any more, Jenna returned with a 
full sack. “This is all I can afford to give you, so it’d better be 
enough.” 

“We'll make do,” Jones said, taking it from her hand. 

“Thanks, Jenna,” Thom said without much energy. He 
gave a quick bow. 

Em bowed alongside him. “Best of luck.” 

“Yeah, well, thanks for the heads up, at least.” She turned 
to leave, flashed a dismissive wave. “Now get out. I’ve got 
my own work to do.” 

Without a word, Eirika pulled her hood over her head. The 
other three turned to follow her back outside as soon as Jenna 
had left the room. Anxious and careful, they followed the 
road back around the corner. Crossed through the streets 
toward the edge of town where they’d left their kats. 

At the side of the road, an altercation broke out between a 
soldier and a civilian. An older woman, hunched over, yelling 
through the rain. They couldn’t make out any words. The 
man grabbed her arm, dragged her away, still complaining. 
Em slowed to look, worried. Turning sharp, Eirika grabbed 
her arm and pulled her forward, back to her steady pace. She 
gave in. 

Soon after, they arrived at their little gap and took the first 
opportunity they found to slip back through. The kats came 
running at the rustling of the bushes, and they all sat down 
against the trees. In the relative safety of the forest, they ate a 
small meal from the sack as quick as they could. They offered 
some meat to the kats, but they seemed to have found their 
own in the forest already. After only a moment’s rest, they 
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gathered their supplies together and convinced the kats to get 
moving again. 

Soldiers flooded the southern road riding to and from the 
frontline. So, the rebels decided to try their luck circling the 
north end of town. Slow but steady, they crept the long forest 
paths around the backs of the buildings to the far north. 
Rounding a corner, the Bradleys sighed in unison. Just two 
soldiers guarding the north entrance to the town. Nothing on 
the road but dirt. 

They followed the road north at a distance, escaped the 
gaze of the city guards. Still no other travelers on the road. 
The invasion had done that for them, at least. Far enough for 
the soldiers to vanish into the gray distance, they dashed 
across to the trees on the other side. Without a trace. From 
there, the ride south and around the west side of the town 
proved simple. 

By the time they reached the road to the southwest, the 
evening had grown late. Traffic had lessened since they’d 
followed the southern road, but a few soldiers still passed out 
of the town riding to their camp. The rebels paused, kept their 
distance. Watched a small group of men ride out of town. 
Then kept pace to follow alongside them. 

The sky darkened, slow, and the soldiers kept their steady 
pace until they reached a turnoff. The rebels watched their 
group depart the road on that smaller dirt path to the south, 
leave them behind. The road further east lay empty. They 
followed that road until the turnoff vanished, crossed through 
the lonely rain, rode back to the dirt path on the other side. 
The group of soldiers had lost them by the time they returned, 
but the thin path nonetheless proved easy to follow. 

As everything darkened around them, the soft orange light 
of covered lanterns shone through the rain ahead. Lanterns 
that lined the entrance to the camp. Lanterns that illuminated 
the guards and wooden walls blocking their way. Jones 
brought them to a halt at a safe distance, side by side, and 
they all bent low on their kats. 

“You said to do what you say, Eirika,” Jones whispered, 
“Well, what do you propose we do now. You can’t go 
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marching in through here.” He leaned forward, squinted. 

Eirika followed his gaze. The ground rose higher on both 
sides of the entrance. Short cliffs. “Good eye.” She turned to 
see the Bradleys eyeing each other, anxious and confused. 

Jones spoke first. “If the camp is in a valley, we might get a 
better view circling around to the northwest.” The Bradleys 
nodded, still worried. 

“Let's go, then,” Eirika said. 

Obedient, Jones led them away from the path, away from 
the camp, and west. The ground sloped up, gentle. They 
slowed, took extra care to make as little noise as possible. It 
didn’t matter much, anyway. The buffeting rain drowned out 
all other noise. But no less than perfect care could satisfy 
Eirika. In time, they found their way to the top. In time, the 
ground evened out once again. 

“Jones,” Em said, loud enough to carry through the rain. 
Jones cocked his head back. “You were a thief, right? Do you 
have any tips for getting into a place like this?” 

Jones shook his head. “Not that kind of thief, never been 
able to keep myself quiet. I’ve always gone for intimidation, 
but there’s no way I'd be able to intimidate these guys. As 
much as I wish I could bash their heads in, we’ve got to hold 
back.” 

“Well, back here we've got a salesman and a pleasure girl, 
so...” She trailed off, nervous. 

Jones snorted out a short laugh. “Pity I won’t get to see 
you seduce the guards.” 

Em shuddered. “Don’t even joke. I remember when the 
Tenar watchmen were the scariest things in the world.” 

They all fell silent. Kept moving. Couldn’t see more than a 
few feet in front of them. A minute or two later, stumbled 
upon a large stream running to the north. Couldn’t even hear 
it through the rain until they’d reached it. Eirika eyed the 
water, raised a hand, brought them all to a halt. Hopped off 
the kat before anyone could question her. The others watched 
as she walked around behind the kats and eyed the ground. 
Even through the trees, the rain softened their pawprints. She 
grew a Satisfied smile. 
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“This ought to work,” she said, not looking at the others, 
“Wait here. I’m going to go check out the view.” 

She didn’t wait for their reactions, walked off south 
without another word. Walked silent, blank-faced through 
the woods. In time, the last of the trees opened before her, and 
she looked out over the top of a steep, rocky hill. At its base, 
the enormous camp lit through the rain and night by 
countless large lanterns. Tents lined the grounds in rows, and 
the temporary wooden walls they’d seen at the entrance 
encircled the whole place. Intermittent manned wooden 
towers rose at points along the walls, and guards patrolled 
the whole grounds. Occasional moving blind spots, but not 
many. 

Eirika scanned the place once, twice, three times. Grunted 
in frustration. None of the countless tents stood out to her. 
Varied in size, but not in opulence. All plain brown cloth. The 
guards moved in rounds, but she couldn’t read their 
movements. It could take hours to discern the whole pattern. 
She turned, immersed herself in the forest, marched back to 
the others. 

“Anyone know more than I do about Cardarrian military 
procedure?” Her frustration came through strong as she 
yanked off her cloak and held it in front of her. 

The others looked up from their rations while the kats 
drank from the stream. Thom shook his head. “Not like the 
other lords’ armies. Cardarrian keeps it close to his chest, as 
you can imagine.” 

Eirika looked at the ground. “That’s better than I can do.” 

Jones let out a low growl. “I’ve got some history with 
Rand’s army, in my younger days. Maybe I’ve still got an eye 
for it.” 

“T guess I’ve done some research,” Thom added, hesitant, 
“You never know what might help with a negotiation.” 

“Then you might as well both take a look.” 

Jones snatched the cloak out of her hand, threw it over his 
shoulders. Thom took a careful step to his side. Nonetheless, 
he followed Jones close as he walked off in the direction she'd 
returned from. She stood in place, watched them vanish 
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beyond the trees as Em watched her back. She glanced over to 
see Em leaning against a tree, shivering from the cold and 
nerves, taking an occasional bite of food. Neither of them said 
anything. The kats finished their drink and took to eating 
berries from a nearby bush. Em shuffled. Eirika tapped her 
foot, crossed her arms. 

The men emerged from the darkness, talking to each other. 
Too quiet for Eirika to hear. Thom held the cloak at his side. 
They sauntered right up to her, nodded at each other. “We 
think we found him,” Thom said. 

“Tell me.” 

“There's a small tent near the center surrounded by larger 
tents. You can't miss it if you know what to look for.” 

“The patrols pass by that spot more often than anywhere 
else,” Jones added. 

Eirika grinned, tense. “Excellent.” She grabbed the cloak, 
took a step past Thom. 

“Could I...” Em said. Eirika froze. “Could I look too? I 
want to do something. I might as well see if there’s anything I 
can contribute, right?” She didn’t sound quite confident. 

Still, Eirika tossed her cloak over her shoulder. Em caught 
it, put it on, gentle, felt the wet fabric between her fingers 
before building up the courage to wander off. Jones paced. 
Thom watched the kats to distract himself as they laid down 
to get what little rest they could for the time being. Eirika just 
kept watching the trees ahead, tense and impatient, waiting 
for Em’s return. 

Her intent gaze settled on Em’s cloaked form the moment 
she at last reappeared through the trees. Her nerves had 
vanished, her stride confident, and she beamed as she threw 
off her hood. “Well, the tower guard sure is sleepy.” She 
giggled to herself. Eirika laughed back, fists on her hips. “I 
imagine he’ll be switched out soon, so you'd best get on that 
quick. None of them seemed too uptight, at least not the ones 
I could make out. A lot of casual strolls and chatting. They 
don’t expect to be attacked.” 

“That's what I like to hear.” Eirika patted her on the 
shoulder, breathed quick and short. “Alright, all of you stay 
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here, and stay alert. Let the kats rest but put the food away. 
Be ready to ride the second you see me.” 

She let out another dry chuckle, bounced on the balls of 
her feet, and bounded off. Shoved herself off trees to gain 
speed until she once again reached the edge, landed in place, 
looked out over the camp. Spotted her target tent within 
seconds, gasped from the wild rush. A new guard, light 
armor, climbed the nearest tower toward a resting compatriot. 
Eirika grinned, leapt forward. Fell quiet down the rocks all 
the way to the edge of the wall. Then, in a single jump, 
grabbed the top of the wall and pulled herself over. 

The men on the tower turned their heads at the noise, and 
she froze on the dirt beneath the wall. Held her breath. They 
only looked for a second, though, before dismissing it. She 
waited for the sleepy one to reach the ladder, then dashed 
away. Ducked behind a tent, looked out into the lamplit 
grounds. Saw nothing but the rain, dashed out again. 

Piece by piece, she zig-zagged a path between tents, 
through the dirt. Ever inching toward the center of the camp, 
ever antsy to reach her target. She spied a passing guard on 
patrol. Crouching in shadow, she dodged his detection with 
ease. He strolled past, out of sight and sound, and she moved 
on. In one more simple dash, she stood across from a large 
tent that marked her proximity to the target. 

Cocky, she stepped out from the shadows just in time to 
see the man emerge from the opposite corner. “Wha... Hey-” 

Her fist slammed into his gut, denting his armor and 
knocking the words out of him. In the same motion, she threw 
him down into the shadow of the tent behind him. His head 
hit the ground hard. Right onto a jutting rock. She yanked off 
his helmet, found his eyes shut, still, silent. Her breath caught. 
Her eyes wide. She reached a shaking hand toward his neck, 
drew away before she could bring herself to touch. Clenched 
and grunted. Held it down. 

Another dash, she erased the guard from her mind with 
the sight of that small tent. His tent. She glared at its backside, 
gritted her teeth, contorted her lips into something 
resembling a cruel smile. Ran forward. Skidded to a halt at its 
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edge as she heard two muffled voices cut through her fury 
and the rain. Words unintelligible, mumbled out for an 
eternity of moments. She struggled to silence her breathing as 
she waited. Waited. Almost brushed the fabric with the back 
of her glove. Tension rose inside her for every moment the 
chatter continued. 

Silence fell, and she made her move. A lone soldier crossed 
her line of sight on the left, and she pounced. All at once, she 
yanked him back, ripped off his helmet, and delivered a 
precise strike to the side of his head. The rain drowned out 
what little noise he made. As she circled the opposite side, she 
saw that the other man had nonetheless noticed the 
disturbance and turned around. It didn’t make a difference, 
though, as she landed on him before he could do any more 
than look. 

Back behind the tent, she shot the unconscious friends one 
last look of disgust. Even asleep, nothing on their faces 
seemed at peace. With a scoff, she turned away. Crept slow. 
Round the other side, she scanned back and forth. No more 
men in sight. Then one last run and she’d passed through the 
tent flaps. 

She stood in place, stared. What little lamplight shone in 
from the outside did a good enough job at illuminating his 
sleeping form and the sword at his side on the cloth covered 
ground. She just kept staring, wide eyed. He, of all of them, 
looked rested, calm under his rough blanket. An affront. With 
a growl, she stepped around him and kicked his side. He 
grunted, shifted, scrunched and opened his eyes. 

As his eyes struggled to focus, they turned to look at her. 
“Eirika?” He ignored his sword as much as the look on her 
face. “Are you really here? What happened to you?” He 
blinked, squinted. “I worried so much when you didn’t return. 
Lord Cardarrian thinks you betrayed us, Eirika. My men have 
orders to kill you on sight. I wanted to keep my faith in you, I 
really did, but after word of our ruse leaked out, what was I~” 

“Look at me, James! Would you just look at me?” All the 
control she’d held onto fell apart as she rasped out her fury. 
“Look what you did to me, you pathetic little squire.” She 
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drew her sword, brought the point to his throat. At last, a 
sadness washed over his eyes. “You’re nothing. You were 
never anything. It was all in my head.” Her focus faded, 
wandered. She blinked back tears, invisible on her 
rain-soaked face. “How could you give up so quickly?” She 
breathed hard. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Everything I 
saw in you. It was never there to begin with.” 

“Eirika, I don’t—” 

She pricked his neck, and he swallowed his words. She 
knelt beside him and leaned in close. “Better I know now. It 
took me too long to realize that. But now I’m going to break 
you too, just for the fun of watching.” Her breathing shook 
until it turned to a cackle as the corners of her lips curled up. 
“You didn’t kill that boy, all those years ago. You made her 
realize she could be something better.” Her faced tightened. 
“And then you spent the rest of your miserable life trying to 
finish the job.” 

His eyes froze in confusion, then widened with the horror 
of realization. Her breathing slowed, calmed. “That’s what I 
was looking for.” She rose to her feet, stood tall over him, and 
sheathed her sword. As she watched his face, his eyes staring 
wide at nothing, her smile faded. Her own eyes glossed over. 
Her body moved on its own as her boot swept every thought 
from his mind. 
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30 
ON THE WAY UP 


The steel body lay still on the forest floor, the night too 
dark to make out the blood. Stained, jagged rock by his feet, 
Jones looked Eirika in the eye, resolute. Thom looked quite 
the opposite, not at all present as he propped himself against 
a tree and stared into the black void. Em held onto his back 
and shoulder, her attempts to comfort him hampered by her 
attempts to comfort herself. 

“Let's go.” Eirika had only glanced at the body. 

She carried the limp knight at her side with one arm, his 
feet dragging against the ground. Wrapped tight in her cloak, 
his mouth gagged by a thick strip of cloth torn from his own 
blanket. Her body crooked and tense, her hair and face 
covered in dirt, her clothes drenched by the rain. None of it 
hampered her drive. 

“T said it’s fine. It doesn’t matter. Let’s go!” 

As she barked the order, she marched to one of the kats 
and rubbed it awake. Used a rope out of a saddle bag to tie 
the knight to her back, then climbed onto the kat’s shoulders. 
Jones followed close, obedient and eager, climbed up behind 
her. Dragging Thom along with her, Em made her laborious 
trip to their other mount. The urgency of the situation 
couldn’t overcome the bitter, hurt look on her face. 

With a splash of her kat’s paws, Eirika found the stream, 
and she turned it sharp to ride north with the water’s flow. 
Without a word, Em bade her kat follow. The stream kept 
near level with the ground around it, and while they rode 
within its edges, no obstacles got in their way. Despite the 
darkness, Eirika pushed her kat as hard as she dared. Kept to 
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the deepest parts of the stream as best she could. 

She felt James stir awake on her back. Felt Jones hold him 
in place from behind. He didn’t resist. Didn’t budge once he’d 
balanced himself. Didn’t make a sound. She felt him slump 
back forward, rough on her back. If not for the slight pressing 
of his shoulders on hers, she might’ve thought he’d fallen 
back asleep. She seethed at his lack of reaction. 

Cold intensity bade her press on, ever faster through that 
long cold night. Hours passed riding north without change or 
event until at last the water narrowed, sped up, rushed deep 
between two high, rocky cliffsides. Too high and rocky for the 
kats to continue. She guided them all out of the water and 
back into the trees. They’d hidden their tracks for long 
enough to throw off the soldiers anyhow. 

Kept on riding, same as ever. Slower through the woods, 
but fast as she could. Kept her head forward, still, rode as if 
alone. Nonetheless, both kats wove their way around the trees, 
found them through the dark without instruction. Eirika did 
little to guide them, her slight tugs enough to keep them on a 
northward trajectory, nothing more. 

The thrill of the hunt had vanished the moment the hunt 
had ended. At times, she tried to smile at the touch of her 
prey slumped over her back, but it didn’t stick. She scowled, 
couldn’t relax. Couldn’t tear herself away from his touch but 
couldn’t relax into it either. So instead, she let the monotony 
of the long ride consume her. 

Still more hours passed without a word, without 
interruption. Without looking back. Vacancy consumed by 
darkness. All around, all throughout. The rain slowed, 
softened. Still cold, still soaked. Didn't make a difference. Still, 
it softened. For hours. When the black sky turned to lighter 
grays, the only water left to fall hung from red and orange 
leaves above. 

The forest stopped right in front of her, and she jolted back 
to the present. Bright enough now to see the edge before 
passing the threshold. She ground them all to a halt just 
behind the last of the trees. Only then did she hear the 
rushing water beyond. Saw the wide dirt road, then the steep 
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drop to the wider river flowing past. Flowing to the west. 
Another road across the river. A wide red and orange plain 
beyond, speckled with occasional patches of trees. Not a soul 
on the road, not even in the gray light of the morning. 

“How much further?” Eirika flinched, snapped her head 
around. Em held her head up despite her slumped posture, 
half-closed eyes. Thom had fallen asleep on her back at some 
point, as had the knight on Eirika’s. “Is it safe yet?” Em 
sounded almost desperate. 

“We can’t afford to stop,” Eirika said, turned back forward, 
“T won't have us taking any risks.” 

“This looks like the end of Korrigan’s territory,” Jones 
slurred out, “That river runs down from the west market. It 
ought to be safer on the other side. Fetson’s got no real 
military.” 

“We're not stopping.” Jones managed a weary but willing 
nod. The sleeping knight weighed heavy on Eirika’s back, but 
she kept strong. “Not until we reach the west market. Eat 
while you ride. Sleep while you ride. Em, do you need to 
switch out with your brother?” 

Em looked at Thom’s sleeping face on her shoulder. He 
still looked uneasy, even asleep. “I can go a while longer. Just 
let me get some food before we go.” She rode over to Eirika 
and Jones, reached down to pull out some food from the sack 
at their kat’s side. Didn’t bother feeling around much. 

The first lump of bread she grabbed, she held out to Eirika. 
Eirika froze, stared. Blinked, then took it without a word. 
Took the now full canteen and drank while Em passed some 
food to Jones before taking her own share. Jones and Em 
drank too, but Eirika didn’t pay them any attention. Eyes 
forward. Ever ready to move out. 

“Let's find a bridge.” 

She turned them east, led them along the edge of the 
woods. Still no one on the road. Still didn't dare ride out. 
Rode as fast as they’d ridden through the night, ever 
watching the roads and the river for any sign of a way across. 
The morning crept ever forward as they rode on, but it didn’t 
deter them. They grew closer to their ultimate destination the 
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whole time. At last, they found it, a small, flat wooden bridge, 
narrower than either of the roads. Still no one else in sight. 
Eirika slowed them to a stop, glanced over the others, all 
exhausted as ever. 

Without warning, she bade her kat leap out into the road 
and then onto the bridge. Across in seconds, across the second 
road, out into the open field. The Bradleys’ kat managing to 
keep up through it all. Eirika didn’t bother looking down, 
didn’t see the fatigue on her kat’s face. It still ran as fast as 
ever. Straight north and away from the road, she nonetheless 
kept it in sight behind her. As far as she could go without 
losing the river, she turned to ride parallel with it. 

“Eirika...” She turned to see Em’s eyes half closed, Thom’s 
half opened behind her. “I’ve got to switch out.” 

Eirika sighed. “Fine.” Turned back forward. 

They rode into the nearest patch of trees, top of a hill. 
Slowed to a stop just inside. The Bradleys hopped off their 
relieved kat while Eirika sat stiff on hers, stern even with the 
two sleeping men behind her. Em walked slow, tired, took the 
canteen and some food for Thom as he looked on from a 
distance. Took some for the kats too. Without saying a word. 

Eirika’s kat whined, and Em turned to look at its strained 
face. “What about them,” she got out, “They haven't gotten 
any rest.” 

“We've got to keep moving,” she said, monotone, “They 
can rest when I think they’re going to die.” Em looked 
distraught, lacked the energy to protest. Eirika sighed, 
elbowed the knight’s stomach. Both men shook awake. “Take 
this,” she told Em, “Might as well shift the weight.” 

Thom ran over, patted Em’s shoulder, pulled the knight off 
the kat as Jones readjusted himself. The kat, only a bit 
relieved, shook its shoulders as Eirika shifted back to its torso. 
Em fed it some salted meat and water while Thom dragged 
the knight back to his own kat to prop him up. He didn’t 
object, didn’t emote. Taking one last moment to feed the 
second kat, Em pulled herself up behind the knight as Thom 
took the lead from her. 

Once again, Eirika didn’t bother waiting for permission to 
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get them moving. Out of the trees, back onto the plain. They 
rode on without incident, the loyal kats giving their all to 
meet the high speed Eirika demanded of them. Kept it up for 
hours. Satisfied with their work ethic, Eirika sank back into 
her trance. The relief from carrying her prey hadn't changed a 
thing. 

By noon, a few blue patches had opened amidst the now 
white clouds. On occasion, she saw travelers on the southeast 
road, one or two at a time. The trees beyond had thinned to 
almost nothing. The land ahead, though, stayed the same as 
ever. Near flat, near empty. Assisted Eirika’s stupor. It only 
broke when her kat, at last, slowed. 

Her eye twitched. Her breath caught, released, strained. 
Lips pursed, she nonetheless brought them to a stop once 
again at the nearest patch of trees. No one questioned. They 
climbed down in silence, all of them. Sat on the grass. The 
kats lied down in a heap, closed their eyes while their humans 
ate. Food almost gone for a second day in a row. Em ate her 
ration, leaned back against a tree, rested her eyes. 

Thom tried to feed the knight, but he wouldn’t respond. 
Eirika ignored him, glanced at him, stared at him. Looked 
away at nothing. She gritted her teeth. Fists clenched. Stood 
and marched to his side, stared at him as Thom and Jones 
stared at her, silent. He wouldn’t look back, wouldn’t do 
anything. She grabbed his arm, pulled him up. Dragged him 
over to her resting kat. “Come on. We’re going.” To everyone 
and no one. 

They got moving again. James back with Eirika and Jones. 
Em still sleeping behind Thom. Rode at whatever pace the 
kats could manage. Eirika’s breathing had slowed, her body 
relaxed against her protestation. Her eyes locked narrow but 
forced open. The knight on her back no longer tensed her. 
Only her own will did now. She’d deliver her package no 
matter how much it hurt her. 

The clouds parted above as the sky turned red and the 
moon appeared on the horizon ahead. At the same time, the 
river to the north and its adjoining road came into view. As 
far away as those to the south but growing closer by the 
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minute. Eirika pushed her kat harder. Then harder. But it 
wouldn’t run faster anymore. It couldn’t. The west market 
appeared far off ahead. Wide, sprawling. Filling the 
ever-closing space between the rivers. The kat slowed. And 
slowed. She heard it gasp and wheeze beneath her. Without a 
word, she fell to the ground, yanking the knight down with 
her. 

They hit the ground hard. Eirika stumbled to her hands 
and knees. Picked herself up, picked the knight up too. Failed 
to heed whatever words reached out to her from behind as 
she half walked, half ran toward the town, pulled the knight 
along by an arm. Left everything else behind. Only the west 
market ahead of her, nothing else could exist. It didn’t move. 
Nothing but breathing, pain, will. An eternity. It closed in 
quick. It grew up above her, filled her view, engulfed her ina 
moment. 

She may have seen people walking through the lamp lit 
dark. She may have seen them turn to watch as she dragged 
her prey through the streets. Didn’t see their expressions. 
Didn’t recognize the road. Kept walking. Walking to the 
center of town. The streets looked familiar, and she moved by 
instinct. Passed by streets, intersections, alleys without seeing 
their connections. Passed into a thin alley she recalled as 
important. 

Without warning, she fell against the wall. It budged. The 
right spot at last. Shoved herself into it once more. Twice 
more. It inched itself open at her weak behest, and she shoved 
past. Down the steps. Slow. Reached the base, and a figure 
approached. She couldn't tell if she'd seen them before. 
Couldn't see a face. Nonetheless, she shoved her delivery into 
their arms. 

“T finished it.” 

She lost sight of the room. Blurred, ethereal. Raised an 
empty hand. Looked down at its creases, the hand that had 
held him. Failed to form a fist. Then her legs gave out, and the 
hand faded to black just after the rest of the world. 

The sound of steady breathing. Slow, rhythmic. For the 
longest time, all she could hear. All she could sense. The taste 
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of it. Then the soft warmth on her back. A warmth to bring 
comfort. A warmth that didn’t. A thin blanket over her, a 
pillow under her head. Soft, warm, nothing else. Her eyelids 
relaxed open. A stone ceiling, a flickering light. No more than 
that for a long time. 

“Good morning.” It didn't register. A moment passed. 
“Get as much rest as you need. You've more than earned it, as 
far as I'm concerned.” 

Eirika lifted her head, turned to see Leah, agent of the Blue, 
standing at the opposite end of the warm little room beside 
the door, arms crossed. Leah, who'd had a bitter history with 
Cathe. Eirika’s breath quickened. She pushed herself up to a 
seated position. Only got halfway before weakness and 
dizziness brought her back down. 

“Stay in bed. You haven't gotten a full night's sleep, and 
you look like you'll need a lot more than that.” 

Eirika grunted her frustration. “I shouldn't.” 

“Yeah, no one should ever have to sleep, but here we are.” 
Eirika didn't have anything to say to that. “You've got no 
physical injuries.” 

“T know.” 

“Just exhaustion. I'll have someone bring you some 
breakfast. Then you should get some more sleep.” 

Eirika sighed, closed her eyes. Heard the door shut as Leah 
left. Shifted to her side and tried to get back to sleep. Couldn't. 
Shifted again. A few turns later, someone entered the room 
and placed a tray on a bedside table with a clunk. They 
lingered. Just a few seconds. Then she heard their departing 
footsteps and the sound of the door closing behind them. She 
lay there a moment, opened her eyes, ate her food. Bit by bit. 

At some point, she might've slept. For a minute or maybe 
an hour. At any rate, next she saw it, her food tray lay empty. 
She might've finished it. Sighed. Lifted her head, looked 
around the empty room, door shut on the opposite end. 
Rested, closed her eyes again right as the door swung open. 
When she looked up, she found the Blue closing the door 
behind them, gentle, V-shaped mask on their face like when 
she'd first met them. 
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“Apologies for the delay. I’ve been so busy lately. I fixed 
the lock you broke all by myself, you know.” They batted the 
air. “But I just had to come see our weary heroine.” Eirika 
shifted, looked at the ceiling. “Believe me, I know. The stress 
is everywhere. We've all been running around too much.” 

“T’ve been having a hard time sleeping.” 

“In that case, let me tell you how impressed I am with 
your little adventure.” They paced around the room. “The 
Red Cavalier! Kind of you to introduce us. That ought to keep 
those boys on their toes. Our agent didn’t stick around to see, 
of course, but if I were a betting whatever I am, I’d say it 
might even bring them to a stalemate with old man 
Korrigan.” 

Eirika pulled her blanket off, sat up. Looked down at her 
clothes. A new nightgown, she saw for the first time. Eyes 
widened; she shrank back. The Blue stopped and turned to 
her. “We had to warm you up. You were soaked. We’d have 
avoided it if we could.” 

She looked up at them, gave a hesitant nod. Her gaze fell 
back to her lap, and she sighed. “Why don’t I feel like I’ve 
accomplished anything?” 

“Your brain still can’t process it, I’m sure. Passing out 
doesn’t exactly make for the best recovery.” They turned 
away. “And I know, I know. All my talking isn’t helping 
either. You need some you time. There’s no obligation to push 
yourself any harder right now. Your companions are getting 
just that out in town right now, relaxation, recovery. We’re 
taking care of them.” 

Eirika nodded, didn’t look up. “Thank you. I hope they’re 
okay.” 

“Oh, no doubt. We're all doing wonderful. So many 
people gathering here to organize. From every which way, as 
a matter of fact. We’ve set Soren and the rest up in a beautiful 
spot in the forest north of town. You'll have to see it sometime, 
and your companions too. But not now.” They waved their 
arms about. “Rest. Rest! I’ll take your tray and bring you your 
fresh, clean cloak and sword. And some day clothes if you 
need them.” Eirika watched them scurry over and pick up the 
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tray. 

“Could you maybe bring me some books too?” 

The Blue jumped up straight and clasped their hands 
together, almost dropping the tray. They didn’t seem to notice. 
“What an excellent idea!” They ran back to exit through the 
door. “Why didn’t I think of that?” 

By the time the Blue had returned with the books and her 
things, Eirika had laid back down and rested her eyes again. 
She could hear them tiptoe across the room and_ back. 
Performative care, but still care. After they left, she took just 
enough time to glance at her sword and cloak on the floor 
before returning to an attempted rest. 

Trying in vain to get a real, long sleep, she twisted back 
and forth on the bed. No position felt any better than any 
other, no satisfaction. Didn’t feel uncomfortable but didn’t 
feel comfortable either. Mild warmth from the lamp and 
blanket. Not too hot, not too anything. By the time her lunch 
arrived, she’d slept a few winks on and off. 

Without looking, she swiped up the top book off the stack 
to read while she ate. Ate quick this time. Didn’t register the 
food as it went down, didn’t taste. Ate with one hand while 
she thumbed through the book with the other. Let it fall open 
to a random page. Then she flipped back to the start of the 
section and read. 

It told the story of a little princess who met an older prince 
on one of his rare visits to her kingdom. His manly ways 
dazzled her so much that she decided she wanted to grow up 
into a handsome prince like him one day. Though try as she 
might, she couldn’t fit into the clothes, and every time she’d 
attempt some masculine mannerism, she’d only screw it up. 
In the end, she realized that her natural feminine role made 
her happier. 

Eirika didn’t react, stared blank at the page. Nothing 
changed on her face. The next story told of a village boy who 
wandered into the woods outside of town when his parents 
had told him not to. Something had called him into the 
mysterious unknown forest. He got eaten by some vicious fae 
monster that could mimic a tune. Still nothing to Eirika. 
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Only then did she realize she held that same book she’d 
read from on her last visit, that book with a version of the 
Lady Eirika story. Skimmed through that story again, that 
cautionary tale. At the point where Lady Eirika snuck in and 
spoke to the imprisoned thief, she slammed the book shut. 
Threw it down on the table next to the others. Storybooks, all 
of them. 

As she laid back down on top of her blanket, a knock on 
the door. “Go ahead,” Eirika said with what little energy she 
could muster. 

Em crept through the half-opened door, meek. “Hi.” 

Eirika looked away. “Hey, Em. Are you doing okay? The 
three of you?” 

Em scratched her head. “I don’t know. Jones made himself 
busy the second he woke up this morning. Wouldn't listen to 
any of my advice. Thom is...” Shuffled her feet. “Thom got 
real shook up by what Jones did to that soldier, so he hasn’t 
been talking much. But he'll get better. I hope. I'll do what I 
can.” 

Eirika blinked, nodded, kept looking away. “Good. You're 
good at that.” 

“Listen, | wanted to check up on you, make sure you're 
doing alright. I'm glad you're taking a break.” 

“T'm fine.” Quick. Curt. “Don't worry about me. Take care 
of yourself. I'm sorry I put you through all that. I'm sorry.” 

Em almost said something, closed her mouth, nodded. 
“Okay, I'll leave you be.” She turned to leave. “Don't be so 
hard on yourself.” Gone through the door. 

At once, Eirika picked up another book, occupied herself. 
Spent the afternoon laying, sitting, even standing at times. 
Pacing or leaning against a wall. Always with a book. Always 
reading another faetale. Her face stayed blank the whole time. 
At some point, someone brought her dinner. She ate without 
looking. Kept reading. Then at some point, her eyes grew 
heavy. Putting the book down at last, she put out her lamp, 
fell asleep. 

Her breakfast had already arrived when she woke up. 
She'd slept through the whole night. Real sleep. She ate the 


415 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


sweet fruit, bread, cheese, and soft meat at a deliberate pace. 
Gulped the water down. She could taste it all now. Didn’t 
smile but tasted. Looked down at the day clothes on the floor. 
Brown shirt and pants, but clean and well made. She changed 
into them quick, took her sword and cloak. 

Sat back on the bed, looked over at that first book. Picking 
it up again, she flipped to the start of the Lady Eirika story. 
Stared at the first mention of the thief and steeled herself. 
After a long, full exhale and with a renewed sense of dour 
determination, she set the book down and at last stood to 
walk out the door. 
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31 


AS REAL AS ANY 
OTHER 


Numerous odd-shaped tents now equaled in number the 
huge, colorful flowers that dotted the forest clearing. Equaled 
in randomness, too. Various shades of brown and beige to 
contrast the bright colors of everything around them. All 
simple cloth. Chaotic but friendly. People of all ages, shapes, 
and sizes walked about between the tents, around the flowers. 
Some slow, some fast. Many smiling wide, all with energy to 
spare. All eager. 

Eirika had wandered the west market for a couple hours 
after leaving the Blue’s underground base. Alone. She’d taken 
in the lay of the town, walked the streets one by one, mapped 
the little streams, meticulous. Overheard conversations. The 
locals had seemed uneasy. Many of them at least. Still, they’d 
all gone about their regular business. She’d spotted Jones at a 
distance as he’d hurried about on some task for the Blue, but 
she hadn’t brought herself to say anything. Just turned and 
walked away. 

Fetson had indeed allied with Cardarrian, but with almost 
no military, he’d left them alone. The southwest and his own 
lands had kept Cardarrian’s might occupied for the time 
being. So, the west market kept safer and more comfortable 
than anywhere down south. Or anywhere else for that matter. 
That hadn’t eased anyone’s minds much, though. 

Now she stood north of the town. Across the river, up the 
road past all the stalls, into the forest and out into that big 
clearing. The big clearing where Soren and so many others 
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had set up their impressive rebel camp. One consistent thing 
in how they'd set up their tents: they’d all avoided disturbing 
the largest of the flowers. The ones the size of a person. They 
seemed to appreciate the beauty of that life. 

She walked slow, casual, through the camp. Watched the 
people move, took in the broad layout, the landmarks. Some 
people stayed busy cleaning, building, running about, 
determined. People of all ages. Others took a slower pace or 
stood in one spot talking with one another. Smiling, excited. 

With her hood down, she caught glances from a fair few of 
those more talkative types. As she passed, their eyes would 
widen. Their chatter would quiet to a whisper. They saw only 
the red spots on her face, the streaks in her hair, the purple in 
her eyes. Didn’t look at the melancholic expression or the way 
those eyes wandered. 

Scattered rows of tents looked to provide personal 
lodgings. Most of those, the smallest ones. Some others, larger, 
looked like places of some business or other from the sheer 
volume of people passing in and out of them. Between tents, 
she found occasional open but covered areas where a few of 
the loiterers gathered. Simple wooden chairs and tables lay 
scattered about, some under cover, others out in the open. 
The sun shone bright through the gaps in the canopy above, 
and most didn’t bother with the extra shade. 

Midday closed in. She watched the sun rise near overhead, 
searched the camp for wherever they might keep their food. 
Not long before she found a covered area where a woman 
stood distributing small meals out of a rough little kitchen 
beside her. A few tables and chairs lined the area for people to 
sit and eat, and some had already sat down with their early 
lunches. 

Eirika walked past the tables, ignored anyone looking up 
at her as they ate, and arrived at the woman handing out the 
food. Busy with her work, the server only saw her approach 
once she’d neared within a few yards. Just managing to mask 
a slight gasp, she smiled and tipped her hat to Eirika, then 
turned back to find a tray before she could respond. When at 
last she handed her the metal tray with her modest meal, 
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Eirika bowed her head and attempted a smile before leaving 
to sit in a spot apart from anyone else. 

She ate her meal in silence and a forced kind of peace. 
Managed to finish about half of it before disruption arrived in 
the form of a young man plopping himself down across from 
her. “Sorry for the intrusion, milady.” Eirika twitched at the 
title spoken in earnest. “Can we chat for a bit, maybe? My 
friends and I saw you sitting here, and we all think you're just 
fascinating. The rest of them are too shy to say anything, of 
course.” 

Eirika looked over his shoulder and saw a group of young 
men staring at the two of them. They turned away at her gaze, 
too slow. “Sure. Go ahead.” Back to her food, uncaring. 

The man let out an excited breath. “Okay. Wow. Well, we 
all got here yesterday, rode in from the west. Small time 
merchants, you know, we're used to traveling. No big deal. 
We're all excited to fight back against Lord Cardarrian, take 
the kingdom for ourselves. Never thought I'd get to meet you, 
though.” 

“Yeah, I just arrived the other day myself.” Kept eating. 

“Out on a quest, huh?” Eirika only grunted in response. 
“T’ve got to tell you, when I first heard of you, it was like, well 
it was like someone had gone and gotten herself foreign 
touched. Those other guys, they said some faetale creature 
was coming to eat us all, but I told them that was ridiculous.” 
He laughed, but Eirika didn’t react. “But now with all this 
chaos going on, everyone at each other’s throats, they told us 
you were trying to fix things. You and these, uh, Black and 
Blue lords or whoever they are. I figured maybe you three are 
a good omen.” 

“Do you know where Soren Black is stationed?” Didn't 
look up. 

“Yeah, yeah. We heard he works out of that big tent over 
there.” Eirika looked where he pointed and found a larger 
tent that looked to contain multiple rooms of different sizes. 
“No one ever sees him go in or out, though, just those 
assistants of his from the capital. No one will even tell us 
what he looks like, so we were starting to think maybe it was 
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all made up, you know? Not that we’d blame you. You got to 
get people excited somehow. But then we saw you sitting 
here. Just sitting here like it was nothing.” 

“He's real,” Eirika said, still looking at the tent. 

“Well, now that you’re here, maybe you can tell us where 
the action is. We’ve been looking to get in on the ground 
floor.” 

Eirika downed the last of her food and water, sighed. “Tell 
you what. I bet she knows.” She stood, pointed at the server. 
Then picked up her tray and left the table. 

The man stood and waved over his friends, frantic. Eager 
to follow but at the same time confused. “Are you saying you 
don’t even know? How would she know anything 
important?” he asked as his friends ran over to them. 

“She’s working, like we ought to be.” Eirika walked 
toward the server, the men following close behind. “You want 
action? Manual labor, that’s the action. You want a revolution, 
you’ve got to have food, supplies, latrines.” The men all 
looked at each other, but they kept following her. “Mutual aid, 
putting in the work, that’s how you build mutual respect.” 
They reached the server as she scrubbed off someone else’s 
tray. “I hope,” she said under her breath. 

The server turned to greet them. “Thank you,” she said 
with emphasis as she took Eirika’s tray, “Some people have 
been leaving them on the tables for us to gather ourselves.” 
She did her best not to look straight at the men. 

“No need to thank me.” Looked the server in the eye. “Do 
you know if there’s any work that needs doing? We’ve been 
wondering how we can contribute.” 

“Yeah, sure. A carriage just came in from the west.” She 
pointed at the western edge of the camp where Eirika spotted 
a large but simple carriage, its kats lying down at its side and 
a few people talking at its rear. “They’re about to start 
unloading and setting up supplies if you want to help.” 

“Thanks,” Eirika said, “We'll do that.” The men sighed in 
relief. The server hadn’t brought up latrines, at least. 

Eirika led the men to the carriage to put them all to work. 
The chatting travelers treated them all with graciousness and 
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gratefulness. Some of their own had left as soon as they’d 
arrived at the camp to go find business of their own. Those 
who'd remained had taken to discussing how they ought to 
manage their time with so much to unload. But with the 
arrival of the new help, they wouldn’t have to worry 
anymore. 

Even with so many workers, the whole load would take 
multiple trips in multiple different directions. Countless 
crates, big and small. Eirika made sure the travelers knew not 
to leave any of the merchant men alone. So, someone always 
accompanied them no matter where they went. Didn’t let the 
merchants know that, of course. They didn’t pay close enough 
attention to notice their chaperones, anyway. 

Carrying the supplies across the camp helped Eirika get a 
better feel for its layout than she’d gotten on her arrival. An 
indoor kitchen, a medical tent, a little makeshift temple. A 
storage room for surplus items, near empty. Quite a few 
places to sleep that still looked unoccupied. And, of course, 
those obligatory latrines that the merchants now averted their 
eyes from whenever they could afford to. 

With every delivery, Eirika made sure they all took the 
time to unpack. Got the men to set up what they could in a 
timely fashion before leaving the more complicated tasks to 
the people already stationed there. It endeared them as 
diligent, even if the merchants didn’t appreciate it yet. And it 
let Eirika learn how things worked. 

Still, the merchants tried to chat up anyone they crossed 
paths with whenever they could. Gave out their names, talked 
up their contributions and work ethic. Eirika didn’t bother 
remembering any of them, and the other workers gave them a 
minimum of politeness. Too busy with their own work to chat 
for too long. Whenever a merchant wouldn’t take the hint, 
Eirika would point them to some other task they could do or 
else corral them back to the carriage. 

At last, after more than a few trips back and forth, only 
two large crates remained on the back of the carriage. “These 
last two go to planning and administration,” one of the 
travelers told Eirika, pointed at the large tent where she’d 
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heard Soren lived and worked. “Thanks for all your help. 
And for putting these guys to work too. Some of our newer 
comrades seem to care more about making connections than 
getting things done.” 

“Whatever I can do for the cause.” Eirika looked up 
through the canopy, saw the sun past its peak on its way to 
the west. “I’ll take those.” Pointed to the crates. “I’ve been 
meaning to speak to Soren anyway.” 

The traveler laughed. “Of course, you've already got all 
the connections you need, haven’t you? Well, thanks 
anyway.” 

Eirika gave the woman a curt bow, then hefted the crates 
with ease and left the carriage in the direction of the tent. No 
one at the entrance, but the people nearby watched her as she 
entered. The first little room she found contained nothing 
whatsoever, not even cloth over the dirt. Through another 
flap, a large open room. This one with a cloth floor, a round 
wooden table at the center. Chairs surrounded the table and 
lined the walls. Shelves full of rough paper and quills filled 
any space without chairs. No one in here either. She set down 
the crates in one of the few empty spots. 

A light, soft rustling noise reached her ears from beyond 
one of the adjacent flaps. The one furthest from the front. She 
crossed the room around the table and brushed it with the 
back of her hand. “Who is it?” Soren's voice. 

Eirika hesitated. “It's me. Are you busy?” 

Another moment. “Come in.” 

She passed through the flap to find Soren sitting at a small 
table, looking down, quill and paper in front of him. A 
scribbled-out map of the kingdom. Words and markings on it 
she couldn't make out from a distance. Interpretable to him, 
but maybe only him. His large sword rested against the 
table’s side, just close enough for him to reach. Not much else 
in the room, but another chair set off to the side welcomed her. 
She pulled it over and sat across from him. 

“Good afternoon,” he said. Eirika nodded, but he didn’t 
look up. “I’ve had someone from the capital network fix up 
your uniform. It's in one of the other rooms in this place. She 
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said she could make you more if you need them.” 

Eirika sat a moment. “Thank you,” she managed to get out. 

“I do want to thank you.” He put down his quill. “For 
hampering Cardarrian's efforts in the southwest and for 
potentially getting us valuable information if Eston ever 
decides to talk. It'll buy us some more time, at least.” 

Eirika clasped her hands on the table. “You've been 
informed. Good. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. 
Hampering Cardarrian.” 

“Have you been feeling okay recently?” Eirika tensed, but 
Soren just kept looking at his map. “Even I noticed your 
impatience back in the capital, but I figured it was just nerves. 
Everything was going south. We all felt that way.” 

“What's your point?” 

“But then you risk yourself and three others attacking a 
Cardarrian camp when we're not even fully established yet. I 
don't get it.” 

“T told them they shouldn't come. They insisted.” 

“T know. I was informed. And you're right, it's just...” He 
picked up his quill, started tapping it against the table. “It 
stresses me out is all. They could’ve been killed. Or captured, 
tortured, given us all away. They almost were, from what I 
heard.” 

Eirika looked down. “Yeah. I'm sorry. I didn’t mean for 
that to happen.” 

“Are you trying to prove your loyalty? Because you 
worked with Cardarrian? No one holds that against you, 
Eirika. I wanted to believe you were right about him. A lot of 
us did.” 

“No.” She looked straight at him. “I’m not trying to prove 
anything. It was a personal matter, that’s all. And now I know 
I need to take care of my personal business alone.” 

“What's that supposed to mean? What personal business?” 
His voice raised, anxious and unstable. 

“There’s one last thing I need to resolve.” She stared him 
down, firm. “That's what I came to tell you.” 

He looked around the room. “Have you been listening to a 
word I’ve said? I'm grateful for what good you did, but do 
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you know what you also did? You destabilized the southwest 
even more than it already was. Cardarrian's going to put 
someone less experienced and more paranoid in charge down 
there. That's good for weakening their army but bad for all 
the common folk caught in the crossfire. Did you think about 
that when you were on your personal business? None of 
those people got a say in what you did. When we act, we act 
with the consent and cooperation of the people affected. Can 
you do that?” 

“Ym going to Cardarrian's castle.” She spoke with force. 
“Tonight. I’m going alone, not on behalf of any rebellion. 
After that I can be whatever you want me to be. Or I'll just 
leave if that’s what you want.” 

“What, are you going to kill him yourself?” Soren rubbed 
his forehead. “No, it’s Cathe.” Put his hand down. “That's it, 
right? That spy. You took care of the knight, so now you’re 
going to take care of her too?” Sighed. “What happens if you 
get caught?” 

“T know how to die quiet.” 

That got him. He deflated, fell back in his chair, looked 
away. “I can’t have you die, Eirika, quiet or not.” 

She swallowed, quieted herself. “Then I won’t. I’ll do 
whatever you want me to do. Just this one last thing first.” A 
deep breath, then let it out. “You know who I should be better 
than I do. I know that.” 

Soren's voice broke down, a desperate near whisper. 
“What are you talking about?” Almost a plea. 

“T don’t know if I can trust myself, okay?” Her voice still 
quiet. “You're right. It’s a bad decision. They’re all bad 
decisions. I don’t know what to do. How can I go around 
calling myself some faetale hero? How could I think I deserve 
that?” Blinked hard. “But I don’t want to go back, so I don't 
know.” Sat quiet a moment. “For the revolution’s sake, for the 
people’s sake, I’ll follow your orders. And if it’s the ghost of 
Lady Eirika you want, you can tell me how to be Eirika.” 

“Eirika.” He said it at almost the same time. Shaking. 
“Don’t say that. Don’t say that now. You know why I hole 
myself up in here, don’t you? Why I only let a few people see 
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me? I don’t like it, Eirika, but I have to.” Eirika turned away. 
“T’ve heard what people say about you, what they used to say. 
How that’s changed over time.” 

“IT know. Like an omen, right? Is that really such a good 
idea?” 

He stood up. Paced, tapped his quill against his leg. “I 
don’t know. I just know it’s a fragile one. I don’t know how it 
happened, but people think we're different because you're 
with us. You and whatever mythology they’ve cooked up out 
of this Black and Blue nonsense. The Blue knows how to keep 
up the charade, but I don’t. I can’t be you, Eirika. You were 
supposed to be you.” 

“Tcan...” She swallowed. “I can try.” 

His breathing grew heavy. “Try? You convinced me you 
were for real, and now you're telling me what? It’s an act? 
Was it always an act? If they stop believing in you, how could 
they ever believe in me? You might be fine with it all just 
being pretend, but I will not be—-” He cut himself off. 

Eirika’s eyes went wide, and she looked right at him as he 
struggled to look at her. “You're Soren. You’re a man.” 

“T know!” He planted his feet and stood tall. “I’ve known 
who I am since before I could talk! When did you start 
playing dress up?” He tapped his foot as Eirika’s breath 
shook. “The problem’s never been me. It’s everyone else. You 
were the first person I ever met who told me we had that in 
common. How long until the Blue tells me they’re just putting 
on a show too? That I’m the only fool who thinks it’s real?” 

“The Blue knows who they are, like you, and I want to 
be...” Her breath caught. “I’m sorry. I just can’t think right 
now.” 

“Go.” He turned away from her. “Do what you want. I 
couldn’t stop you anyway.” She opened her mouth, closed it. 
Her face tensed. A hint of anger crept across her eyes. Anger, 
and then determination. She stood up, watched him stand 
there across from her, done with her. At last, and with 
purpose, she turned her back on him and walked out. 
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32 
DON'T GIVE UP 


The silver light of the moon shone down bright and clear. 
From high above in the empty sky, down, down onto the 
veiled figure of a cloaked Eirika. Alone. A figure standing at 
the base of a steep, rocky hill. Her kat left behind in a patch of 
trees at her back, empty military camp in the distance behind 
her, river rushing by to her left. And high up at the top of the 
hill ahead rose the northern outer wall of Cardarrian’s castle. 

Looking up from that lonely spot, she scanned across the 
whole of her target. The wall surrounding the northern half of 
the castle town, the spot where it split the keep off from the 
rest, the keep itself rising above the outer wall straight ahead. 
Just a single guard on the wall that night, straight ahead, 
looking out. Couldn’t see her through her cloak and the night. 
She steeled herself, narrowed her eyes, started climbing. 

Only moved forward when the guard looked away. Took 
it slow, precise. Kept away from the thin, winding path that 
led right to the outer door. Blended into the grass better, 
never too careful. The guard’s view stretched far out over the 
vast plain. Not active, though, relaxed. Turning lazy to watch 
the river, the distant forest, the wall beside him. Eirika 
climbed ever closer. Bit by bit. 

The moment soon came when she crept close enough for 
his gaze to pass over her, and she bolted for the door. Sidled 
up to it along the wall, pressed against it with one hand. The 
wall rose high above her, too high for the guard to hear. If she 
didn’t get too loud. Pressed on the crack in the double doors. 
Mild pressure, testing it. Then strong and hard all at once. 
The iron lock on the far side cracked, fell with a clang. She 
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pressed through. 

The second set of double doors creaked open ahead before 
she could reach them. Two men in heavy armor stood on the 
other side, swords ready but stances implying surprise, lack 
of preparation. While they still held the doors, she dashed 
through. A spinning punch to the left one’s head, and he 
crumpled. Followed through with her whole body, spun 
around, leapt across to the other. He fell back, to the ground, 
startled but keeping strong. Tried to sit back up, but Eirika 
fell onto him quick. One more punch, and he stilled. 

She stood back up, glanced at the small door leading right 
into the keep. Turned to the double doors to the side, the 
doors with the barracks behind them. Walked over to them 
and yanked off the iron lock. Dropping it to the ground, 
careless, she shook off her white gloved hand, flexed her 
fingers. Shoved her way through with her other hand. Once 
again, the second set of doors opened before her, and once 
again she pounced. Just one guard, her whole body collided 
with his chest. Down in a second. 

Her sword flew up out of her cloak and cut through the 
arrow as it flew within inches of her head. The archer stood at 
the side of barracks, undeterred. Nocked another arrow as she 
took a step toward him. Loosed it as she started running. Her 
sword spun up through it, then back around to ram its flat 
into the side of his head, knocking him up through the air and 
into the stone barrack wall. 

She sheathed her sword, stood still, silent. Met with silence 
in return. All quiet and empty in and around the barracks. 
She turned back, found the stairs she wanted. The stairs down, 
underground. That lonely door at its base, the door to the 
dungeon. She left the bodies behind, stepped down the stairs, 
reached out and ripped the lock off the door. Through in one 
smooth motion, she ran down the hall toward the stairs up 
into the keep but turned the left corner halfway through and 
emerged into the dungeon proper. 

The dungeon guard jumped from his seat, ready. Not 
ready enough. Eirika caught him as he rose, shoved his head 
through the table. Collapsed on the floor, he lay still. Splinters 


427 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


all around him. She reached down and unlatched his keyring 
from the side of his pants. Flipped it around her finger. 
Grinned to herself. Rounded the corner to face that first cell 
straight to the left. 

The boy, skinny and beaten, still occupied it. Same as 
before. She sighed. Her eyes softened. He sat against the back 
corner of the cell, head limp, asleep. She flipped through the 
keys, putting them into the keyhole one by one. It didn’t 
disturb him. Soon, she found the one key that fit, turned it 
slow. Creaked the door open, stood watching the sleeping 
boy as he lay there, his chest rising and falling with his breath. 
She banged the door with the back of her fist. The boy jerked 
awake, stared up at her, face blank. 

She tossed the keys at his feet. “Get up, you've got a job to 
do.” The boy picked up the keys, stared at them. Then at her. 
“Take those and free as many of your neighbors as you can. 
Pass them around, let the others help. Spread a little kindness. 
Start a little uprising. Then get yourself out of here. Just 
follow the bodies and broken locks.” She turned to walk back 
where she’d come from. 

“Who are you?” A high, raspy voice. 

Eirika stopped, looked back at the boy. For a moment, she 
just stared, lips tight. Then, gradual, they curled into a smirk, 
and she started laughing despite herself. “What, didn’t your 
parents ever teach you? I’m the ghost of Lady Eirika.” 

Before he could react, she took off back the way she came, 
through the dungeon entrance. Turned the corner toward the 
stairs rising to the keep proper. Marched across the short hall, 
eyes narrow once again, climbed up to the small wooden door. 
No lock. She pressed her body against it, her ear flat on the 
wood. Listened. Heard nothing from the other side, no 
movement. Careful, she turned the knob and pushed it open. 

Out into the empty hallway in an instant, she closed the 
door behind her as quick as she’d opened it. Looked one 
direction, then the other, leaned back against the wall. She 
lowered her head, tugged her cloak tight around her chest, 
then turned and walked to the northeast. Passing through 
empty hallway after empty hallway, she marched quiet but 
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confident. No hesitation. Another corner, and she spotted her 
first wanderer still up and about in the keep this late at night. 
Dressed in servant’s clothes. One she’d met before, and one 
she recognized at once even from behind. Gerdy. 

She glided to the servant’s back. Grabbed her by the 
shoulder, spun her around, cupped a hand over her mouth. 
Pressed her gentle against the wall. “If there’s ever going to 
be a good time to get out of this place, it’s now.” She looked 
straight into Gerdy’s terrified eyes. Gerdy stood frozen a 
moment. Then she looked beneath the hood, relaxed, nodded 
quick. “Through the dungeon and out the back.” Eirika let go 
and left her behind. 

A couple more hallways, a couple more turns, and she 
found it. That narrow spiral staircase. That staircase that rose 
all the way to the fourth floor. A deep breath, and she started 
climbing. Climbed all the way up to that top floor. The floor 
she’d climbed to only once before. The floor leading to the 
room at the peak of the northwest tower. 

Even now, she recognized it. Knew its layout. Same as 
before, she moved through its halls almost in a haze, 
marching ever forward. Every step a heavy one but unable to 
stop. She passed through further empty hallways, each 
feeling longer and larger than the last. Yet all seeming 
inevitable. She stepped onto that final staircase, and in 
seconds the door emerged from around the corner. No 
hesitation. At last, she reached out and pushed her way 
through. 

Someone stood next to the window, looking out. Not 
Cathe. The powerful figure of Calven Cardarrian, in simple 
but sturdy day clothes, twisted to face the sound of the door 
closing behind Eirika. Her eyes widened. Her whole body 
tensed, stiffened. Readied her for anything that might come. 
No one else in the room. No one in the bed. Her breath 
quickened just as Cardarrian settled into a defensive stance 
and focused his gaze on her. 

“You've returned, have you?” His voice rested calm, 
commanding, effortless. “You never fooled me. I knew from 
the start you couldn’t conform.” 
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Eirika tore off her cloak, tossed it to the floor beside her. 
Her bright white outfit, head to toe, shone through the dim 
candlelit room. Her flaming heart emblem blazed across her 
chest. Almost itself a source of light. Standing tall, proud, 
righteous, she drew her sword from its sheath. Held it high, 
pointed its tip right at Cardarrian’s head. 

“Where is she?” Her voice dominant, commanding, more 
so even than his. He took a step to his right. Reached up and 
grabbed the elaborate longsword off the wall beside him. 
Held it two-handed at the ready. Eirika chuckled. “Go 
ahead.” 

He took a step toward her as she took one toward him. “It 
was you, then, who made off with my knight.” They circled 
each other. 

“You wont find his corpse.” Her grin stuck to her face like 
a mask. “I got to have my fun with him first.” Tilted her head. 

“Do you think you’ve hurt me?” He took a firm step closer. 
“He was never important. He’s already been replaced, all but 
forgotten. Even your little information leak hardly affected 
my plans. You’ve done nothing.” His glare bore down on 
Eirika hard enough to crush most victims. “But I'll tell you 
one thing. You will not lay a hand on my daughter.” 

He lunged at her. Struck her outstretched sword with his. 
She pulled it away, let it fall to her side as she stepped out of 
the path of his follow up thrust. Took a step back, held her 
sword vertical in front of her as he pulled his own back into a 
horizontal guard. She just stood there, grinning at him, 
inviting him. 

His next swing came in low from the side. She flipped her 
sword down, tapped his, light, pulled it away to her side as 
his whole arm bounced back. The first hint of surprise flashed 
across his face, then vanished beneath his stern control. His 
sword swung down from above, and she spun to his side, 
stepped to his back. Held her sword out behind him for a full 
second before he managed to turn around and swing into it. 

Her blade didn’t budge as his bounced back. He swung it 
again. This time, she weaved hers around and tapped it from 
behind, knocking it forward and down. He stumbled toward 
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her, and she circled around him again, slow and steady. By 
the time he’d righted himself and turned back to face her, 
she’d stepped in to bear down on him. 

He took a few steps back and raised his sword again, but 
she batted it aside with one lazy swing. “I said, where is she?” 
Took another step forward. 

His cool resolve at last turned to hot anger to match hers. 
He swung from the side with the full force of his body. She 
batted it back, annoyed by its presence, but he used the force 
of her blow to pull his sword over and around his head. Back 
in from the opposite side, even quicker. Still, she only had to 
flick her wrist in its direction to knock it down. 

Once again, he pulled it back and up over his head, 
dropped it down on her from above. Scowling, she twisted 
her sword up to collide with it hard, and for the first time, his 
grip loosened. In an instant, she grabbed his wrist with her 
free hand. Yanked his arms down to his waist, his sword 
slipping, then hammered her sword on his, knocking it to the 
ground with a loud clang. 

She released his hands to grab hold of his collar and shove 
him back against the wall by the window. “This is how it ends, 
your majesty. There’s no escaping me.” She leaned in close. 
“You think you can do whatever you want to her? Beat her 
down, leave her scarred, twist her into your own image, bend 
her to your will? I’ve seen what you’ve done to her, what 
she’s had to put up with. Well, it ends now! I’m going take 
her away from you, Calven, so tell me where she is. Tell me, 
and maybe I'll let you live.” 

“What I’ve done to her?” He refused to flinch at her force. 
“Everything she is, she is because of what I’ve done to her.” 

She pulled him off the wall, spun him around, shoved him 
to the floor. Knelt over his chest, held him down with one 
hand. “Say that again.” 

He coughed, breathed hard. “I made her.” 

“Then why is she so good?” Brought the edge of her blade 
to the soft of his throat. “All her compassion, her vulnerability. 
Buried under the world. Under you.” Her voice softened, but 
her grip didn’t. “There’s real kindness in there. Kindness you 
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could never see.” Her eyes focused in on the edge of the blade 
as it almost cut his neck. She shook her head. “I know the 
potential in that, and I won’t let you snuff it out.” 

“Potential? Don’t you dare speak of potential. I know her 
potential like you never could.” Hardened his neck against 
the blade. “Catherine was exceptional in every way, from the 
moment I found her. I would have her be the greatest ruler 
this kingdom has ever known, greater than I could ever be. A 
queen who can truly protect her people. She was perfect until 
you arrived. Not even her perversion could detract from that. 
Now I see I should’ve stamped it out before it could drive her 
into the arms of an infiltrator like you.” He spat. Right onto 
the center of the heart on her chest. 

She trembled with rage. “T’ll find her myself.” Raised her 
sword high above her head. 

“Eirika!” 

Eirika froze at the voice. Eyes wide, she lifted her gaze to 
the open door, to Cathe standing just inside. Simple clothes 
like her father’s. Cathe stood frozen in shock, stared back at 
Eirika as she knelt there, sword raised high, unable to move 
or speak right up until Cardarrian’s blade cut into her thigh. 

She roared in pain, falling to the floor and rolling away to 
pick herself up. Blood dripped down her leg. She stumbled to 
her feet, stood lopsided, sword held down to her side. Facing 
Cathe. “Cathe, I~” 

“T told you to leave.” Cathe’s voice shook. “I told you to 
stay away from here. You know I can’t bear what this place 
does to you. I can’t bear what you do to me! Why did you 
have to come back?” The question came out quiet, desperate. 

“You did what?” Cardarrian glared at his daughter, the 
full force of his fury bearing down on her. She shrank away 
from him. “T’ll deal with you when this is over.” 

Eirika charged him, fury to match his own, sword poised 
to strike. “Eirika, stop!” 

She faltered, and Cardarrian lashed out. His sword swung 
around her side, and in her moment of doubt, she could only 
step quick enough for the blade’s tip to scrape the side of her 
arm. The arm holding her sword. She grabbed the wound, 
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gritted her teeth. Swatted the air, wild, and he stepped back. 

She backed away, eyes darting from him to Cathe. “I had 
to come back. I couldn’t bear leaving you here. It ate at me, 
Cathe, knowing you’d resigned yourself to a life you don’t 
really want.” Cathe walked to the side of her bed. “I can... 
Test 

“Don’t.” She reached behind her bed and grabbed a knife, 
clutched it in front of her. 

Eirika’s breath cracked, went uneven. She ran at Cathe, 
grabbed the knife by the blade. Pulled it out of her hand and 
threw it to the floor. Cathe stumbled back to the wall, held the 
side of the bed, mouth open, eyes wide in fear. Breathing hard, 
Eirika stepped back, looked down at the blood flowing 
through the gash in her glove. The blood on her arm, on her 
thigh. She swallowed, couldn’t push down the lump in her 
throat. 

The blade hit her hard in the side. On reflex, her arm shot 
up, slashed Cardarrian’s chest. They fell away from each 
other, Cardarrian scratching at his wound and struggling to 
breathe right. He dropped his sword, propped himself up 
against the wall, steady but still. Limping, Eirika backed 
herself toward the window. Looked up at Cathe, who stood 
locked in a state of fear. Fear of the scene playing out in front 
of her, that impossible situation. Eirika let go of her sword, let 
it fall, forced herself to stay standing. 

“There. I don’t need that. You matter more.” She looked 
down at the sword on the floor in front of her, back up at 
Cathe. “Don’t settle, Cathe. Don’t settle for this.” Cathe 
swallowed, blinked hard. “We can make something better. 
The world can be better. I know you're scared, but it’s true. 
You told me you want to believe that. So, let me prove it to 
you.” 

Cathe shook her head. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter what 
you say, what you do. Or how I feel. I can’t go with you.” 
Eirika looked down, reached for something to say, failed. 
“You're right, I’m scared. And I hate myself for it. But this 
place is the only safety I’ve ever had. I can’t leave. He’s the 
only one who can keep me safe. He’s the only one who’s ever 
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loved me enough for that.” 

Eirika’s eyes went wide. “Cathe, no...” She pulled herself 
up, bewildered. “He doesn’t love you. He doesn’t love you at 
all. Your whole life, he’s done nothing but use you and hurt 
you. He doesn’t care what you want or what you need. Only 
what he can make you into. You deserve so much better than 
that, better than a safety that comes at the cost of pain and 
misery. That’s not what love is. I know because... because 
I..." 

Her balance broke, and she stumbled, just managing to 
keep herself upright. Cathe took a step forward. “Eirika...” 

Eirika looked at the floor, despondent. “I can’t...” A spark 
caught in Cathe’s eyes, a silent gasp. “I can’t do this 
anymore.” She held her torso, breathed in hard, then out. “I 
didn’t come here to help anyone. I came here for myself. I 
came because I’m selfish. I don’t want to force anything on 
you. That’s not right. I’m sorry, Cathe. I’m sorry for trying to 
make you into something you’re not.” Her legs gave out. She 
fell to her knees, slumped forward, stared at the stone floor. 
“Do whatever you feel is right.” 

“Pathetic.” Cardarrian coughed, pushed himself off the 
wall, stood up straight. “That’s all you ever were. That’s all 
people like you ever turn out to be. Weak and pathetic.” He 
looked at Cathe as she stared at Eirika, at nothing. 
“Catherine.” She turned to him. “T’ll give you one chance to 
prove your resolve. Show me that we can avoid any further 
unpleasantries. Take this knave’s sword and slit her throat.” 

Eirika watched without protest as Cathe stared at the man, 
then turned to the thin, pink sword in front of Eirika, red with 
Cardarrian’s blood. A world apart from it all. Step by step, 
she approached the sword. Bent down and plucked it from 
the floor, gentle. Cardarrian chuckled. She stepped forward to 
where Eirika knelt, sword hanging loose from her fingers. 
Crouched down to her level and took in her despondent 
silence. Eirika turned her head aside, tried to look away, but 
Cathe grabbed her by the chin and pulled her back, pulled her 
up, forced her to see. 

Eirika couldn’t breathe. Tears ran down her cheeks, fell to 
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the floor. Mixed with her blood. Her mouth hung open. Her 
eyes lost in Cathe’s. Cathe gasped, caught her breath. Her 
eyes widened, and her hands started to shake. Shook harder. 
She looked down at them, down at the sword. Her face 
consumed with abject horror. She turned to look at 
Cardarrian. 

“Well?” he insisted. She turned back to Eirika, rose to her 
feet. Her hand now gripped the sword hard, tendons in her 
wrist raising with the pressure. She gazed down at Eirika, 
planted her feet firm and steady. “See it done.” 

“You.” The word cut like a knife from her mouth. A word 
spoken in two voices. She spun around, pointed the sword’s 
tip straight between Cardarrian’s eyes. Eirika looked up, saw 
the edges of her frame shimmer, radiate, ablaze with a 
spectrum of colors. The air around her blurred. All depth 
blended through it like a rainbow flame burning the fabric of 
the world. “You stay away from her.” 

Cardarrian breathed slow. Gazed on in amazement. Then, 
as if he hadn’t seen it until then, looked at the sword. His awe 
turned to terror. Then, in time, to a kind of sadness. The first 
hint of real sadness Eirika had ever seen in him. Before Cathe 
could say another word, he turned away. One last look, and 
he stumbled out of the room. 

Cathe cleared her throat, and the burning shrank down, 
vanished. She turned around and crouched down to Eirika’s 
level. “Hey, hey.” She patted Eirika’s shoulder. “We've got to 
get out of here. Um, hold on.” 

She stood up, scurried around the room, gathered what 
she could. Snatched up Eirika’s cloak to go with her sword, 
held it under her arm. Grabbed her knife off the floor, took a 
small, thin sheath and her bow and arrows from a drawer 
beside her bed. She glanced at the open door. Scurried back to 
Eirika’s side, crouched back down. 

“Come on, before he finds some guards you didn’t get to.” 

She looked back at the door as she threw the cloak around 
Eirika’s shoulders. Handed her the sword. Eirika took it, 
absentminded, shoved it into its sheath. Cathe grabbed Eirika 
around her side, pulled her to her feet. Blood caked on her 
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torn uniform, but the bleeding had stopped. Cathe tried to 
hold her up, but she let go when she realized that Eirika could 
walk beside her on her own. Vacant, but steady. 

They walked side by side as Cathe lead Eirika to the glass 
window. She looked out over the wall below. “You can walk. 
Do you think you can jump?” Eirika looked up at her, blank 
faced. Nodded once. Cathe threw up the latch, swung open 
the window. Then turned back. “Hey, Eirika,” she said, a shy 
smile on her face, “Thank you for being selfish.” 
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33 
EIRIKA CAN'T DIE 


Eirika crashed down hard beside Cathe on top of the castle 
wall, toppled to the stone. Didn't flinch, didn’t complain as 
the wounds in her thigh and torso tore, bled down her clothes. 
Cathe bent down to help her up. “You going to be okay?” Bit 
her lips, lifted her to her feet. “Sorry. The guards will be 
filling up the keep the moment...” Turned away. “Cardarrian 
gets to them. North, right?” Eirika just nodded, didn’t look at 
her. Steadied herself, pulled up her hood, looked out over the 
quiet town below. Face still blank. “Atta girl.” 

Cathe’s eyes narrowed. With one hand, pulled her bow 
from her back, an arrow with the other. Spun around, ducked, 
slapped the arrow on and fired. Flew straight, steady, true. 
All the way to the southern castle wall and into the guard’s 
neck, right between the helmet and chest plate. He grabbed at 
his throat, teetered back, tripped on the edge, and fell off over 
a wide crenel. 

Cathe stood back up, sighed through her teeth. “Never 
liked these guys anyway.” 

Keeping ahold of her bow, she straightened herself, turned 
around, grabbed Eirika’s hand. Eirika obliged her urgency 
without a word, without energy, as she pulled her along to 
the north. Kept Cathe’s pace, nothing more. Cathe ran on 
pure adrenaline, tight controlled breaths. Eirika ran on 
nothing. 

A steel helmet emerged from the stairs at the intersection 
of the walls. The man rose from the floor to face them, two 
identical steel suits right behind him. Marched in a line 
toward them, swords out. “Oh, come on,” Cathe muttered. 
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She reached back, grabbed three more arrows between her 
fingers. Fired the first into the eye slit of the first man’s visor. 
He toppled over. A second shot as he fell, but it bounced off 
the second man’s armor as he trampled over the corpse of his 
fallen leader, closing in on the two. Reattaching her bow and 
drawing her knife, she let the man come at her. Swerved 
under his diagonal swing, shot up and, in a single motion, 
jabbed her third arrow and knife into the man’s neck. 

“There,” she grunted as she shoved him back into the final 
guard, his blood spraying her hands. 

The last man tossed the corpse aside but lost his footing. 
Before he could fall, though, she grabbed him and, with all 
her might, shoved the full suit of armor over the left side of 
the wall down into the empty town alley far below. Shook the 
thickest of the blood off her hands, patted them together, gave 
up. Turned back around to see Eirika standing right in the 
spot she'd left her, limp. 

She rushed back, patted Eirika’s shoulder to no response. 
Grabbed her by the arm, pulled her along toward the 
intersection. The stairs the guards had risen from. They 
approached the stairs, fell into the opening, and Cathe led 
Eirika down. Spiraled around tight, steep, all the way to the 
ground. Burst out quick into the courtyard. Then, just as 
quick, Cathe ground to a halt, stuck to the wall, pulled Eirika 
to her side. 

People of all kinds, dirty, clothes all torn, ran every which 
way throughout the courtyard. Most prison escapees, but 
some others wearing servant’s clothes. All disorganized. 
Many ran for the front gate, the town. Others headed toward 
the back exit. Their exit. A few attempted to wrangle the kats 
they’d taken from the guards they’d killed. Some more 
successful than others. The armored bodies lay scattered 
across the courtyard, blood soaking the dirt. Cathe’s eyes 
darted between them, taking in the scene, the escapees, as 
quick as she could. Eirika just stood gazing out. 

A man marched right at them, tall and stocky. “I’ve seen 
you,” he said, pointing at Cathe, “You're one of his.” 

Cathe raised her knife as he neared them, but the man 


438 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


stopped when a thin boy tugged on his shirt. “Don't. That 
other one’s the one who let us out.” 

The man took a step back, looked at Eirika for the first time. 
Eirika had drawn her sword as he’d approached, and even 
Cathe leaned away when she saw it at last. The man gave a 
dismissive wave, walked off, and Eirika sheathed her sword. 
The freed boy stepped forward, and Cathe stepped up to 
greet him. 

“Where are your parents, kid? In town?” The boy just 
looked at the ground. Cathe clenched her fists, bit her lips, 
looked away. “You heard what that guy said, right? Want to 
give me a good decking?” 

The boy shook his head. “No point.” 

“Alright, then. You want to come with us?” She looked 
back and forth. “Wherever it is we’re going.” 

To the west, Eirika’s eyes focused in on Gerdy, who looked 
frantic as the escapees ran through the courtyard around her. 
Cathe spotted her too, furrowed her brow, pulled Eirika along 
to stroll out into the crowd. The boy followed close behind. 
Cathe shoved her way past the escapees in her path to where 
Gerdy stood, but they all stepped aside on their own when 
they saw the boy. 

“Gerdy!” Cathe shouted, “Are you leaving too?” 

Gerdy jumped, turned to face her. Held her chest and 
sighed. “The criminals have taken all the kats.” The last of 
them rode by toward the town. “Where are you heading?” 

Cathe turned back. “How about it, Eirika? Where are we 
heading?” 

Eirika looked down, hesitated. “The west market.” 
Monotone. “There’s a kat down by the river if we can get to it 
before anyone else does.” 

“Just one?” Gerdy asked. Didn’t look confident. 

“It’s worth a shot,” Cathe said, “It'll carry three for a while, 
and you're light.” She gestured at the boy. “We'll figure out 
how to get another one. Come on.” 

The four of them ran west across the courtyard. Through 
the eating area, around the barracks, past the stairs down to 
the dungeon where the door hung open. Crowd all around 
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them the whole way. Barging through the doors toward the 
back exit they, along with some likeminded strangers, 
escaped the castle grounds. 

Far off down the hill, just visible in the moonlight, the kat 
paced through its little patch of trees. No one down in that 
direction. The other escapees around them all ran off west 
beneath the wall. Cathe turned back, looked up. No one at the 
top of the wall, no one she could see. She bolted off the wall, 
down the hill, pulling Eirika along by the hand. The other two 
followed close behind as they ran down the path, turned off it 
to close in on the river. 

At the base of the hill, Cathe turned to check on Gerdy and 
the boy. Eirika followed her gaze, slow. Their companions 
kept up well, the boy running on as much adrenaline as even 
Cathe herself. In her unfocused state, though, Eirika saw the 
three kats emerge from the wall doors at the top of the hill. 
Three kats ridden by armored men. Without a word, Eirika 
and Cathe turned back away and ran. Ran for the trees, for 
the kat. Closer, closer. They closed in on the first tree. 

When they looked back, the men rode straight for them. 
No one else around any longer, no one else for the soldiers to 
target. Cathe skidded to a halt, and Eirika stopped just as, in 
her haze and the darkness, she almost tripped over a large 
fallen branch. “Go! Take the kat,” Cathe ordered the other 
two. 

The boy ran for it, but Gerdy slowed. “What about you?” 

“Go without us.” Cathe drew her bow. “Our problem just 
solved itself.” 

Gerdy got moving while Eirika and Cathe turned to face 
the riders. Cathe nocked an arrow, drew it back. Aimed at the 
foremost kat, then took a closer look. Turned to the one on the 
left and fired. The arrow went through the animal’s eye, and 
it tumbled. Its rider toppled down, caught beneath the kat as 
it rolled forward on top of him. Cathe smirked. 

The two remaining kats panicked, swerved. The man on 
the right, short and thin, just managed to fall off his before it 
ran away from them all. He righted himself in time to face 
Cathe and Eirika a few yards away, shaking from the 
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experience. The center kat calmed at the sight of Cathe, and 
his rider steadied himself. 

“Lord Cardarrian ordered me to bring you back alive, 
Cathe,” a muffled voice came out, “but I might just lose 
control of myself if you make this any harder.” His thin 
companion glanced at him, looked back at Cathe, said 
nothing. 

“The last guy didn't hear that part.” She put away her 
bow. 

“He probably loves you as much as I do.” 

“Loved.” She whistled to the kat beneath him. 

The kat got excited, started shaking. “What?” He tried to 
steady himself, but the kat kept on shaking until he gave up 
and stepped down to the ground. Free, the kat ran forward to 
hide behind Eirika and Cathe. 

“He's my kat, Bron,” Cathe said with a smile. Eirika looked 
at his face. The kat they'd gotten together all the way back in 
that little farming village in the southeast. She petted the back 
of his head, and he purred. 

“Dead it is, then.” He pulled out his sword, stood by his 
companion. 

“And here I was starting to like being alive.” 

She charged. The thin one flinched at her aggression, and 
she caught him off guard. Knife shot out. One hand grabbed 
the bottom of his chest plate, pulled, and the other stabbed up 
underneath it. Again. Again. Bron stepped up behind her, and 
she managed to turn halfway back around as his sword came 
down from above. 

Crack. Bron jerked sideways, crumpled as the branch 
broke against his head. Lay still on the ground, blood spilling 
out slow onto the grass from beneath his helmet. Eirika 
dropped the remains of the branch, stared at the fallen soldier, 
the other two, the dead kat. Sank back into her silent stupor. 

Cathe looked at Bron, then up at Eirika. Stood still a 
moment. “Thanks.” 

Eirika gazed on in silence as Cathe looked out west over 
the plain. Gerdy and the boy had taken the kat as instructed, 
and Cathe watched them ride off, already so far away. She 
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ran back to Eirika and their kat, gave him a little pat. He 
leaned into her, rubbed up against them both. Eirika followed 
her lead as they hopped up onto the kat, then leaned into her 
back, gentle. They rode off. 

Cathe led them north. Away from Gerdy’s kat. Eirika 
almost didn’t notice. No more soldiers behind them, too 
preoccupied with the chaos back at the castle. West around 
the abandoned military base, then north to where the trees 
thickened. From there, Cathe turned them west and rode 
quick. Eirika ignored the land as they rode. Kept her gaze 
down, her head rested on Cathe’s back. Her arms around 
Cathe’s stomach. 

She kept her relaxation as best she could for as long as they 
rode. Breathed slow. Eyes open, listless. Cathe kept tense, her 
back hard. Rode on straight to the northwest without rest. The 
kat kept up the quick pace without complaint, eager. Hours 
passed in the light of the lowering moon. Nothing changed. 
Eirika did nothing but rest. Like nothing had ever happened 
before and nothing would ever happen again. 

Light shifted, gradual. In time, enough for even Eirika to 
notice. The moon had lowered to the horizon in the west, and 
the first sliver of sun peaked out from behind them to replace 
it. Eyes shifting to the setting moon, she watched the far 
distance ahead. When the moon had vanished and the day 
had come, she saw the bridge. That bridge she’d rode out 
from on her desperate evening ride to Cardarrian’s castle. The 
buildings of the west market rose beyond. She looked away, 
lost focus. Rode on in silence. 

To and across the bridge, Cathe patted Eirika’s side. 
Slowed the kat, hopped down. Eirika followed close behind, 
lethargic but obedient. Few people on the street this early in 
the morning, but those present walked past without comment. 
Glanced at Cathe, went about their business. Eirika’s hood fell 
from her head; edges of her cloak dragged back behind her. 
Then people started to look, her torso covered in dried blood. 

Cathe froze, Eirika beside her. From behind a small group, 
Leah emerged, spotted them standing there, froze across from 
Cathe. They stared each other down, stood planted for more 
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than a second. Leah blinked first, turned to Eirika beside her. 
Looked at her torn clothes beneath her cloak, her large 
wounds, her blood. 

“Well, don’t just stand there,” she said, running to Eirika. 

She grabbed Eirika away from Cathe, harsh, and led them 
away from the main street. Down and around a few smaller 
streets, corners, they arrived at what looked from the outside 
like a small inn. No one else nearby. She handed the kat off to 
the young man standing by the door along with a few coins, 
then led them inside. A small room, a small desk to the left 
with a single alarmed woman sitting upright behind it. 

“Room for one,” Leah said, dumping a handful of coins 
onto the desk, “With good privacy. Quick. I'll get her a 
healer.” Turned to Cathe. “You're not leaving my sight.” 

Their host ran around her desk and took hold of Eirika. 
Led her away from the other two as Cathe looked on, worried. 
Led her up the stairs at the back of the room, down the hall at 
the top. Across and into a room at the back of the hall, a 
simple but well-kept room with a small bed at the center of 
the back wall. 

“You're going to be okay,” the woman said, failing to catch 
Eirika’s gaze, “Leah will be back soon, and we’ll get you all 
patched up. Just go ahead and lie down in the meantime.” 

The host walked back through the door, shut it behind her. 
Eirika dropped her cloak on the floor, wandered to the bed. 
Lied down on top of the sheets and curled up into a ball. The 
dim light of morning through the window fell over her. The 
soft bed absorbed her form. Eyes closed, she lay there awake 
for some time, still. 

Then, a man came in to see her. Came alone. Brought a bag 
full of tools, medicine. A change of clothes. Nightclothes: a 
soft shirt and pants. A matching set of regular clothes for if 
she wanted to leave. Eirika flattened herself out, let him 
examine her wounds without protest. They'd all scabbed over 
again, started to close already. Just three more scars to go 
with all her others. Nonetheless, he spread some herbal 
ointment over them. She just lay there without a word the 
whole time. Without looking at him. When he left the room, 
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she changed into the night clothes he’d provided and slid 
beneath the covers. 

Meals came in for her, regular. Each time brought by the 
host of the little inn. She ate them bit by bit, sometimes didn't 
finish before the next one got there. The host tried to scold her, 
but she didn't hear. Didn't do anything but comply when the 
healer came back to check on her progress, clean her wounds 
as she healed. Most of the time she spent lying in bed. Only 
got up when she had to. 

The door opened, same as always. Probably another meal, 
maybe the healer again. “Eirika?” Eirika turned on her side at 
the sound of the voice. “The healer said you’re all better. He’s 
shocked, but I told him you're just like that. Shocking, I 
mean.” Eirika didn’t say anything. Didn’t move. “It’s been 
two days. Why are you still in here?” 

Eirika turned her head, saw the worry on Cathe’s face. 
Turned away. “What am I, Cathe?” 

“What's that supposed to mean?” Cathe crossed her arms. 

“T finished it all. Everything I said I was going to do.” 
Eirika pulled off the covers, sat up on the side of the bed in 
her nightclothes. Morning hit her face through the window. 
“Did they tell you they have Eston prisoner?” 

“They're smart enough not to tell me anything.” Cathe 
stepped forward. “Wouldn’t even leave me alone until now.” 

Eirika nodded. “Herth’s dead. Can’t do anything about 
that.” Said it like she didn’t care one way or the other. “And 
now I got you.” 

“Yeah.” Cathe walked to the foot of the bed. “What now?” 

Eirika stared out at the wall. “I don’t know. The revolution. 
There’s a revolution coming. I should get up and do my part.” 
Just kept staring. 

“Ts it worth it?” Eirika nodded without hesitation. “Then, 
what's the issue?” 

Eirika bit her lip, closed her eyes. “I should be happy, 
Cathe.” Breathed in hard. “After everything, you’d think I’d 
be satisfied. This was supposed to be closure. I don’t...” 
Swallowed. “I’m afraid. If I keep going like this, I’m afraid I'll 
just end up failing everyone.” 
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Cathe swallowed, blinked. “Don’t say that. Please don’t 
talk like that.” 

Eirika looked up at Cathe, took a breath, struggled to let it 
out. “You were right.” The words cracked out as the first tears 
fell from her eyes. “You were right all along.” 

Cathe’s breath shook. “Eirika, stop.” 

“I know you wanted me to prove you wrong, but I can’t. 
I’m sorry. I never really knew what I was doing. I was just 
trying to be like James, or whatever I thought he was. I don’t 
even know what I thought anymore.” Shook her head. 
Cathe’s face turned from worry to panic, to anger. “You said 
you saw something in me, Cathe. And I know it’s selfish to 
ask. I know I shouldn’t put that on you or on anyone else, but 
I just feel so empty. So, if you have any idea, please. What am 
I? What do I do now?” 

“Get up.” Cathe steadied her breathing, watched as Eirika 
sat there, uncertain. “You asked, so get up!” Eirika shuffled 
off the bed, turned to face Cathe as Cathe struggled to stay in 
control. “I told you not to give up, Eirika. I told you not to 
come back, but you came anyway.” Her voice broke to match 
Eirika’s. “You’re responsible for that, you know. But now, 
what? You found out you're just as inadequate as the rest of 
us, so you've decided to lie here and rot? Because of some 
guy?!” 

Eirika flinched, kept staring into her eyes. All the feelings 
in the world brimmed beneath the surface. Cathe started 
pacing. “You've done all this, haven’t you?” She waved her 
arms around. “They wouldn’t stop talking about you. You 
know that? This revolution has got your name all over it. It’s 
the same thing you did to me. You made me believe in you. 
You broke me down. You got me to abandon every bit of 
meaning I’d ever managed to find in this life. And now you’re 
asking me? You don’t get to do that! You’re supposed to tell 
me what to do!” 

She slowed to a stop, breathing hard. Wiped the tears off 
her face, turned to look at the still silent Eirika. The distraught 
Eirika who nonetheless couldn’t pry her eyes away from 
Cathe’s. Took a step toward Eirika, slow. Another. Hesitant 
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with every step. Stepped in close as their breathing synced 
and brushed Eirika’s hair along her cheek. 

“You don’t know what I want?” Cathe said, vulnerability 
flashing across her eyes. “Pay attention.” 

Before she could do anything more, Eirika leaned in and 
kissed her. Kissed her hard, her eyes shut tight, her lips 
overlapping with Cathe’s. Cathe cupped the back of Eirika’s 
head, wrapped her other arm around her lower back. Pressed 
their whole bodies together, soft through the thin fabric of 
Eirika’s nightclothes. They released, and Eirika let out a sigh 
of pleasure. Full of energy risen from nowhere. Her eyes lit 
up. “Whoa.” 

Cathe chuckled, confident. “That enough direction for 
you?” 

Eirika nodded quick, and Cathe kissed her again. Gripped 
her hair tight, parted her lips to kiss deeper. Eirika’s eyes shut 
tight as she wrapped her lips around Cathe’s, let her press 
into her. Her breathing deepened, her chest rising in a gasp as 
Cathe shoved her back against the wall. Released, Eirika 
giggled for a moment before grabbing Cathe’s sides and 
pulling her back in. 

Cathe’s lips curled into a grin, brushing against Eirika’s as 
her fingers curled up under the bottom of Eirika’s nightshirt. 
“You want more, don’t you?” 

“Yes,” Eirika whispered through quick breaths, “Please.” 

Cathe grabbed hold of Eirika’s shirt and pulled it up over 
her head, tossing it to the floor beside her. Eirika grabbed the 
back of Cathe’s and tugged. Struggled a bit with the tighter, 
thicker fabric. Cathe snorted out a laugh as she helped get it 
the rest of the way off, and Eirika giggled along with her as 
she let it fall on top of her own. As she looked down at all the 
colors falling across Cathe’s form. 

Cathe brushed her hands against the skin of Eirika’s 
stomach, feeling along the scars that lined her torso. 
Thumbing over the fresh scar at her side. Eirika bit her lip, 
gasped as Cathe kissed her neck and brought her hands up to 
her breasts. Brushed her fingertips across her hardened 
nipples and drew a line with her mouth down to the center of 
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her chest. To the top of her breasts, right above that pale blue 
and red mass, she brushed her fingers back down Eirika’s 
sides and let her mouth take over. A finger slid beneath the 
thin fabric of Eirika’s pants. 

Eirika grabbed her wrist. “Wait.” 

Cathe pulled back, stood up straight. “Do you want me to 
stop?” 

“No, it’s just...” Eirika looked away, embarrassed. “I don’t 
want you to react badly.” 

Cathe’s eyes softened, and she smiled. “There’s nothing 
about you I can’t handle.” 

Eirika relaxed, looked Cathe in the eye. “I believe you.” 
Released her hand. 

Cathe slid her hand down, and Eirika let out a quiet moan. 
Grinning, Cathe gave Eirika a playful bite on the neck and 
massaged her breast with her other hand. Her lower fingers 
curled through her hair and down her soft shaft to caress the 
wetness of her tip. Thumbed under the hood, pulled it back, 
then lowered the rest of her fingers to press against her base. 

Eirika’s breath quickened. Raising her breast into Cathe’s 
hand with every inhale, moaning with every exhale. Cathe 
rubbed her base while circling around her tip. “I knew you 
were easy. Isn’t that right, milady?” 

“Ym all yours,” Eirika got out between breaths. 

“Yes, you are.” 

Cathe kept going, pressed hard into her base and fondled 
her tip as it grew even wetter. Pinched her nipple with her 
thumb and forefinger. Eirika drew in a deep gasp, and Cathe 
shoved her tongue deep into her mouth. Held her back 
against the wall with her lips and both of her hands. Eirika’s 
tongue curled around Cathe’s as her body rocked against her 
fingers. Rising and falling, more intense each time, until at 
last her legs buckled, squeezed Cathe’s hand. Her body 
tightened, and she moaned hard into Cathe’s kiss. Cathe 
worked through it all, pushing her further and further over 
the edge until, in time, she started to relax. 

Would’ve fallen to the floor if not for Cathe holding her up. 
Pulling back from her mouth, Cathe slid across to her ear, 
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whispered. “I seem to remember you saying you were the one 
who could hold me down.” 

Eirika’s exhausted breaths turned to a soft chuckle. Cathe 
started laughing along with her as she regained her balance, 
stood up straight. As Eirika kept laughing, she reached down 
and pushed her pants over her hips, letting them fall to the 
floor. Then, before Cathe could question, she placed her palm 
on the top of Cathe’s chest and shoved her back, hard and fast. 
Shoved her down onto the bed, climbed up over her and held 
her down by the shoulder. 

“Is this what you were looking for?” Eirika laughed in 
triumph. 

Cathe struggled against her grip, but Eirika’s arm held in 
place like a stone pillar. “Absolutely.” 

Eirika leaned in and kissed her, passionate. Released, 
moved down her neck to her chest, the whole time holding 
her down with one arm. Kissed her breast, her nipple, kept 
moving down. Across her stomach, past her waist. With one 
hand, she undid the buttons of her pants, then with both, she 
yanked them down in a single motion. Admired the rainbow 
of colors that completed down Cathe’s body, intermingled 
with her dark brown. She reached down and pulled off her 
shoes, her socks, and then her pants the rest of the way. Back 
up quick, she pulled her legs apart, held them down, kissed 
along the inside of her thigh. Moving up, slow, until she 
reached her lips. 

Cathe closed her eyes, clenched her teeth, breathed sharp. 
Eirika pressed into her wetness, circled her tongue around the 
hood of her clit, then slid up underneath. Cathe clawed the 
sheets on instinct. Bringing in a hand to rub the outside of her 
lips, Eirika slid two fingers between and thrust them up 
inside her. 

“Aah!” Cathe’s voice broke as she gripped the bed harder. 
Her breath quickened. “Oh, that’s not fair!” She got out a bit 
of a chuckle before the jolts shooting up her body overcame it. 
“Haah...Haah...” 

Eirika didn’t let up, thrust her fingers in and out, pressing 
down harder with her tongue. Pressed against the base of 
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Cathe’s clit and pulled up with her fingers, rubbing fast. 
Cathe thrust herself against Eirika’s mouth, and Eirika 
softened just enough to let Cathe’s thighs rise from the bed. 

Grabbing Cathe’s backside with her free hand, Eirika 
pressed in further, faster, until the jolts that shot through 
Cathe blurred into one long torrent of ecstasy. A torrent that 
soaked Eirika’s hand and mouth, that kept going until Eirika 
curled up the tips of her fingers and pressed hard against the 
rough of her inside. Cathe let out one last scream, lingering, 
fading, cutting off with the last of her breath. She collapsed 
back onto the bed. 

Eirika pulled out, climbed up beside her. “Now are you 
sorry you ever doubted me?” 

“That right there...” Cathe got out between deep breaths, 
“That's what I like... what I like to hear. Keep that up.” 

“Heh. You know what?” Eirika smiled to herself, 
recognizing her own confidence. “You're right.” 

Cathe built up her strength, then turned over to wrap her 
arm around Eirika’s side. “But I’m not done with you yet.” 
Sliding her leg between Eirika’s, she leaned in to kiss her once 
again. 
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PART FOUR 
MENDING 
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34 
SHE'S WORTH IT 


Eirika and Cathe lay side by side under the tangled sheets 
of the little bed, Eirika gazing at Cathe as she stared up at the 
ceiling. Cathe glanced over, trying her best not to be noticed. 
But in seeing Eirika’s face, her soft smile, she nonetheless 
grunted out a short breath, scowled. “What’s wrong?” Eirika 
asked, scooting closer. 

“See, Eirika,” Cathe said, staring up, waving her hand 
around, and slapping it back down on the bed. “I’ve seen that 
face before, and I can’t look at that face right now because this 
is the bad part. This is the part where I always have to ruin 
it.” 

“T don’t think I have any standing to judge anyone about 
ruining things, Cathe.” Cathe scoffed, but Eirika took a firm 
hold of her arm. “Say what you have to say. I promise I’ll be 
alright.” 

Cathe glanced again at Eirika’s face, that open and 
expectant look, then relaxed into the bed and sighed. “Don’t 
court me, okay? Don’t write me any poetry.” 

Eirika erupted into a fit of giggles. “I never was any good 
with rhymes.” 

“Ym serious! I’m trying to be serious here.” Eirika 
struggled to calm herself, eventually managed to succeed. “I 
never liked romance, not even with women. It feels like, I 
don’t know, like I’m lying. And not the kind of lying I’m good 
at. I don’t know how to explain it.” 

Eirika brushed her cheek. Caught her eyes, held them. 
“Hey. You’re okay. I won’t do anything you don’t want me 
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” 


to 

“T like you, Eirika. I don’t like a lot of people.” Eirika 
grinned, proud of herself. “I like the way you see the world 
and the way that makes me feel. I want to be more like you. I 
like...” She looked Eirika up and down, the outline of her 
body beneath the sheets. “This, obviously. And I care about 
you. It scares me, but I do.” She struggled for words. “You 
said you love me once. That was the only time I ever felt like 
it didn’t have any implications to it.” 

“Tt didn’t.” 

“That's what I want!” She grabbed at the air, energized. “I 
want to love you without any implications. I want to just be 
with you right now, Eirika. Can we just be? Can we just be 
who we are to each other?” 

Eirika’s smile softened. “That sounds perfect.” 

“Good.” Cathe was trying her best to come off more 
composed and less happy than she clearly was. “T’ll look out 
for you, and you'll look out for me, and it’ll be fine. I need it 
to be fine right now.” 

Eirika broke eye contact. “I might still need help being 
who I am to you, though.” 

Cathe let out a sharp sigh and slapped a hand to her 
forehead. “You're the ghost of Lady Eirika! I don’t know what 
that means, but you do. You always have. I don’t know why 
you can’t see that.” Eirika just looked away, ashamed. “Look, 
you said James wasn’t who you thought he was, right? Can 
you admit now that I know him better than you do?” Eirika 
nodded. “Then you know it never really came from him. You 
never needed him. It was always you.” 

“T mean, I thought I knew what it meant.” Eirika looked at 
the ceiling. “But what do I do when I can’t get it right or when 
it causes me to mess things up?” 

“Learn. Keep going. Like the rest of us.” 

Eirika swallowed and blinked back tears. Then, in time, 
she nodded. “Okay.” 

Cathe sighed in relief, relaxed back into the bed. “I'll try to 
learn too.” 

“Thank you, Cathe.” Eirika leaned into her side. “You 
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didn’t have to be so patient with me.” 

Cathe snorted out a quick laugh. “You call that patient? 
Patience wasn’t what you needed. You needed a more 
aggressive lesson.” 

“T like your kind of aggression.” Eirika giggled along with 
her. 

“And I did have to do that,” Cathe said, “I need you to be 
there for me because I don’t know where I’m going now. I 
know I've got to let go of all my authoritarian pessimism, but 
it’s going to take some guidance.” She looked Eirika in the 
eyes. “Teach me how to trust people.” 

Eirika nodded. “I think I can do that.” She bit her lips. 
“Cathe.” Cathe held her gaze. “Are you aware of, um, there’s 
something that happens to you physically sometimes. When 
you get passionate, or worked up, or something, the air 
around you...” Cathe’s breath stopped, held. Her jaw 
clenched shut. “Do you know what I’m talking about?” 

Cathe broke Eirika’s gaze. “Something fae?” she managed 
to get out, “Like you. I guess we’re more alike than I 
thought.” She laughed nervously. Eirika’s eyes lit up, and she 
smiled wide as she clutched onto Cathe’s arm. Cathe just 
rolled her eyes. “We'd better get out there, you know. Try to 
actually do something.” 

Eirika nodded. “You're right.” 

Together, the two stumbled their way out of bed, leaving 
the sheets in a pile behind them. They used the inn’s little 
private washroom to clean themselves off, not bothering to 
hide the fact that they were using it together. Not that it made 
a difference, anyway. No one else was around to see them. 
Cathe had been told that the inn was primarily used for the 
Blue’s business purposes. When they’d gathered all their 
things together, Eirika put on the day clothes the healer had 
brought her for the first time, and they headed out. 

They found the streets of the west market busy with the 
foot traffic of the late morning. Busy with clamor and urgency. 
By now, everyone knew what was going on in the kingdom 
around them, and if they couldn’t do anything to help, they 
would at least work hard to take care of themselves. Most 
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people of the west market didn’t know a whole lot about the 
Blue’s activities, but they did know something was going on. 
They knew about the camp, the rebellion. 

No one around to watch the two, though, at least no one 
they could see. Perhaps someone spying from a distance, 
from amidst the crowds. Cathe didn’t suspect anything 
though, and she kept one eye on everything. Eirika assured 
her the Blue had no reason to spy on them. Cathe, hesitant, 
nodded and stopped looking. 

Cathe explained to Eirika that she’d written out a list of all 
Cardarrian’s spies, the names they went by, where they 
operated, what they looked like. Had handed it to the Blue 
themself while in captivity. One of the names, the Blue had 
verified as someone they’d already suspected, though of 
course no one had told her which or where. That and the fact 
that she’d brought Eirika back alive, with Soren’s 
confirmation of Eirika’s castle tryst as he’d called it, had been 
enough for them to let her loose in the town. Leah had been 
the only one to object. She might’ve been spying on them, but 
not likely. 

Cathe didn’t care to return to the base where they’d kept 
her prisoner, but hunger had started to hit them hard by the 
late morning. As soon as they passed by a little restaurant that 
looked tasty, Cathe rustled through what little coin she had 
on her, frowned to herself. The restaurant staff, though, said 
not to worry about the price, especially when they saw Eirika. 
Said the town took care of people without money. 

“Strange custom,” Cathe said, “I guess I’ve never been 
here without any money before.” 

“Well, get used to it,” Eirika replied. 

When they'd gotten their fill, Eirika figured she’d show 
Cathe where the real action was, and Cathe, though still a bit 
anxious, proved willing enough. Slowly, Eirika led her across 
town to the northwest. Eirika’s still lingering depression and 
Cathe’s anxiety kept them trepidatious. Through the busy 
streets and over the little streams all the way to the bridge out 
of town, then across to the dirt road, past the shop stalls, and 
into the trees to the north. That same spot they’d entered 
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when they'd ridden out of the city together for the first time. 
Didn’t bother hiding from the few travelers on the road 
nearby. 

They emerged onto the rebel camp grounds, full of tents 
and flowers and people. Busier even than when Eirika had 
last set foot there. Cathe’s eyes widened. “Wow.” She just 
stood there, stared out at it all. “This place was empty. How 
did I not see any of this coming?” 

Eirika stared out alongside her. “You underestimated them. 
Cardarrian still does, I hope. The west market organizers, the 
ones who held you captive, they did a lot of it, but we’ve 
gotten help from the capital and from further west too. The 
east, the southeast, and the southwest are doing what they 
can in their own regions.” 

Cathe looked at Eirika, raised her eyebrows. “Will that be 
enough?” 

Eirika opened her mouth, but before she could answer, 
two people walking through the center of camp caught her 
eye. Stewart and Tanae walked side by side across her view 
chatting with one another. They’d apparently arrived from 
the east market at some point since Eirika had last been in the 
camp. A few of the others nearby, idling men, gave them 
uneasy looks as they passed, but Stewart’s jovial smile and 
Tanae’s sense of purpose drove them away. Stewart noticed 
Eirika and Cathe first, and he tapped Tanae on the arm, 
jogged in their direction. 

“Hey Eirika!” He shouted, waving his whole arm, “Who’s 
your friend?” 

Eirika tried her hardest to smile as she waved back. 
“Hello.” She bowed to each of them as they reached her. 
“This is Cathe. She’s defected from Cardarrian.” 

“Wonderful! Charmed! The name’s Stewart.” Stewart put 
away his charm long enough to notice Cathe and Tanae 
staring at each other. 

Tanae blinked first, shook her head. “I’m sorry. My name 
is Tanae.” 

“Cathe. Like she said.” She bowed, stiff, distracted. 

“How are things going in the east market?” Eirika asked, 
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“Well enough for you to leave them be, I take it?” 

“Everything’s going great!” Stewart said, back to his 
cheery self, “Powell's knocking everyone into shape, and the 
southern militia’s made contact thanks to you. I figured I’d 
bring Tanae out west and fill everyone in.” 

“T will fight in the battles to come,” Tanae said to Eirika, 
“once I’m confident in the scope and aim of our revolution. 
But this is the safest place for my children.” 

“Tunderstand,” Eirika said with friendly concern. 

“T don’t even want to think about what we had to go 
through to get here,” Stewart said, “But what about you? 
How’ve you two been doing? Soren was real worried about 
you, you know.” Pointed at Eirika. “Got me worried too.” 

Eirika sighed. “I think I’ll be alright. Thanks for reminding 
me. I’ve got to go talk to him.” Glanced across at Soren’s large, 
closed off tent and frowned. 

“Seems my job here is keeping her afloat.” Cathe nudged 
Eirika’s side, and Eirika smiled, coming back to the present. 

Stewart laughed. “Best of luck.” 

Tanae saw the way Eirika looked at Cathe, sighed. “I heard 
about your exploits. With everything that’s been going on, 
I’ve realized I may have misjudged you. You're proving 
yourself true.” 

Eirika grew serious. “That’s quite alright. You have every 
right to be careful.” 

“Nonetheless, you seem a decent enough woman. Keep to 
that path.” She bowed to Eirika, then turned to Cathe. “It’s 
good to meet you, Cathe. I ought to make sure my kids are 
comfortable.” 

“Yeah, you too.” Cathe gave Tanae a polite smile, bowed 
to her and Stewart. 

“Hey,” Stewart said, “Soren’s getting a bunch of us 
together before dinner to talk strategy. You two ought to join 
us.” 

Cathe raised an eyebrow. “You sure you should trust me?” 

“Yeah, sure.” He batted the air. “Anyone Eirika vouches 
for is fine by me.” 

“Thanks, Stewart,” Eirika said, “Do you know of any work 
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we could be doing in the meantime?” 

Stewart shrugged. “Sorry, Eirika. We’ve been too busy 
getting ourselves settled in.” 

“No worries, then,” Eirika said, “See you later.” Stewart 
and Tanae turned and walked back in the direction they’d 
been walking before, leaving Eirika and Cathe behind. 

Cathe turned to Eirika. “What do you propose we do, 
then?” 

Eirika brought a hand to her chin. “I bet we could find 
some work around here somewhere.” 

Cathe nodded, and they walked further into the camp. 
Many of the people they passed were gathered into little 
groups, chatting amongst each other. Chatting about nothing 
important, but having a good time, at least. A few people 
were busy with work, but they ran by so fast Eirika couldn’t 
have stopped them if she’d wanted to. They wouldn’t have 
wanted to be bothered anyway. So, Eirika kept looking. 

Cathe stopped in her tracks, tapped Eirika on the shoulder. 
“Ts that...” She pointed out ahead, trying to keep casual. “Is 
that a woman preacher?” 

Eirika followed Cathe’s gaze and found Ellie standing on 
her own by the side of a tent not too far away, looking out at 
the rest of the camp. She wore a neat but modest white robe 
with the usual golden chain symbol on the chest, though 
turned on its side. “Yeah, that’s Ellie,” Eirika said, “I wonder 
when she left the capital.” 

Eirika looked at Cathe, found her biting her lip, staring 
hard at Ellie. Cathe glanced at Eirika, back at Ellie, and Eirika 
grew a look of disbelief. Tapping her foot, Cathe finally 
noticed Eirika’s expression. “Hear me out.” 

“T thought you hated religion,” Eirika said, letting out a 
short laugh. 

“Yeah, but...” Cathe looked out at her again. “Do you not 
see the appeal?” 

Eirika gave her a mock scornful look. “I happen to know 
Ellie’s a kind, sweet woman who deserves much better than 
you.” 

“Yeah, so are you. What's your point?” 


457 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


Eirika laughed, sighed. “Fine.” She started walking toward 
Ellie, leaving Cathe behind for a moment before she took the 
hint and followed. “Ellie!” 

Ellie turned to face her, a hand to her chest. “Eirika. I’m 
glad to see you out and about.” 

“How’s the capital holding up?” Eirika asked, “Is the 
network still running smoothly?” 

Ellie looked down. “That’s a big question. I’d rather talk 
about it later when I can tell everyone at once.” She turned to 
Cathe. “You're Cathe, I presume. My name’s Ellie. I’m glad 
you've decided to join our cause, and I hope you find we treat 
everyone with respect and dignity here.” 

“You're proof enough of that, aren’t you?” Cathe gave her 
the best charming smile she could muster. “Seeing a woman 
in a role like yours makes me feel a lot more comfortable.” 

Ellie nodded, gave her a warm smile. “I wish everyone 
were as comfortable as that. No one says anything, but I’ve 
gotten a few looks. This is the first time I’ve tried to preach 
outside my home, so it’s a bit scary. Maybe I shouldn’t 
complain, though. I suppose you two are used to that sort of 
thing.” 

“Nonsense,” Cathe said, waving her hand and stepping 
closer, “Women who defy expectations like you do ought to 
be treated right. You ever get up to anything else that might 
get you in trouble with the patriarchy?” Her smile turned 
mischievous. 

Eirika tried to hide her amusement but didn’t do a 
particularly good job. Ellie looked at her, confused for only a 
moment, before turning back to Cathe. “Oh! No thank you. 
I’m not interested.” 

Cathe was taken aback by her bluntness. “Is that your call 
or your Master's?” 

“Ym sure our Ally doesn’t care about that sort of thing. 
I’ve just never seen the appeal. With anyone, I mean.” She 
frowned when she saw the embarrassment on Cathe’s face. 
“You're very pretty.” 

Eirika burst out laughing. “I’m sorry, Ellie.” 

“No! No.” Ellie waved her hands in front of her face. 
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“Thank you for your kindness, Cathe.” She bowed to her. 

Cathe ran a hand through her hair, looked away. “Sure. 
Same to you.” 

Eirika managed to stifle her laughter. “Anyway.” Gave 
Cathe a gentle punch to the shoulder. “We were looking for 
something we could do to help out until the meeting later. Do 
you know of anything, Ellie?” 

“Yes, I’m actually waiting for someone. He said he’d find 
out what needs doing and get back to me. Would the two of 
you like to join in?” 

“Absolutely,” Eirika said. Cathe was still distracted by 
anything else she could find, but she reluctantly nodded 
along anyway. 

Before long, the man returned, and he led the three out to 
show them around the camp. Brought them on a tour of 
places that needed cleaning, organizing, moving. With each 
one, they eagerly picked up whatever job he said needed to be 
done. Asked those already working how they'd like the job to 
be done and if there was anything extra that they could do to 
help. 

By doing so, they made plenty of good first impressions 
with the other organizers. All were impressed with Eirika’s 
strength, of course, but Cathe and Ellie’s work ethic didn’t go 
unnoticed either. None of the people they worked with 
blinked at Eirika and Cathe’s faces or Ellie’s garb. The only 
ones who did were those spending their time talking 
themselves up. Building their own reputations. 

Cathe proved a natural at dealing with them, though. 
Whenever she got the chance, she’d catch their attention, 
especially if they gave her any kind of look. Something about 
this place gave her a more outgoing confidence. Not a 
friendly one, though. She rounded up whomever she could, 
cajoling them into joining the workforce. Many refused. Some 
even ran away. Many, though, came along, even if reluctantly. 
By the time evening grew near, they had a whole big group 
getting things done. 

Ellie saw the sun lowering to the west before anyone else. 
She gathered Eirika and Cathe, pointed up through the trees, 
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then across at the large tent. The tent where Soren had been 
cooped up for so long. Where all the planning had been 
confined with him. They bid their farewells and left the rest of 
the group behind. Wandered over to the tent as Eirika took a 
deep breath and entered. 

Into the large central room, they found Soren pacing back 
and forth at the far end of the table. Other than him, they 
were the first ones to arrive, and he stopped in his tracks the 
moment he saw them. “Hello. Welcome.” Eirika waved, 
tentative, but his eyes wandered to Ellie first. They smiled 
warmly at each other. 

“Good evening, Soren,” Ellie said, “Have you been doing 
alright? I hope being cooped up in here all day hasn’t taken 
too hard of a toll.” 

“Yve been fine. But thank you for your concern.” He 
walked across to Eirika and Cathe, stiff. Looked to Cathe first 
as Ellie stepped to his side. “You must be Cathe. I’m Soren. 
Eirika’s gone so far out of her way for you, you must really be 
something.” His voice didn’t convey whether he was being 
serious or sarcastic. 

Cathe looked him up and down, glanced at Eirika, looked 
back and smiled. “I could say the same to you. Quite an 
impressive set up you’ve all got here.” 

Soren didn’t look pleased at being judged by her one way 
or the other, but he nodded in agreement nonetheless. Then 
he turned to Eirika, who’d been doing her best not to look 
awkward and uncomfortable. “I need to apologize, Eirika. We 
all ought to be helping and caring about each other, now 
more than ever. I was scared. I still am, but that’s no excuse. 
You should be whatever makes you the most comfortable. 
You have my support in that. As much as our experiences 
differ, if you ever need anything from me, I’ll do what I can.” 

Eirika let out a nervous chuckle but smiled nonetheless. 
“Ym Eirika, Soren. I’m a woman. And I'll be okay.” Soren 
smiled back at her, sighed in relief. 

“Yll make sure of that,” Cathe said. 

Ellie rested a hand on the table. “Why don’t we all get 
comfortable?” 
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“Yes. Yes,” Soren said, “Please sit down.” 

They all took their seats at the round table, Soren and Ellie 
side by side with Eirika and Cathe on the opposite side. 
Before long, Stewart and Tanae entered the room together, 
and they took their seats on one side between the other pairs. 
Not two seconds after they’d sat down, the flap flew open 
once again to reveal the Blue with Leah right behind them. 

“Apologies for the tardiness,” the Blue said as the two of 
them took the last remaining spots, “It seems the crowds can’t 
help but revel in my presence. They wouldn’t let me walk 
more than ten feet at a time.” Stewart laughed hard. 

“What they mean is,” Leah cut in, “Some of our new out of 
towners aren’t quite used to people who look foreign touched 
to them.” 

“Yes, but my way of putting it is more fun.” They saw 
Cathe eyeing them cautiously. “It’s good to see you throwing 
yourself right in there. I hope you don’t hold a grudge.” 

“T expected worse, actually.” Deadpan. 

The Blue laughed. “Easy to please, then.” Leah cleared her 
throat, pretended to hide her disdain. The Blue sighed, then 
looked over the rest of the group. “It looks like I haven’t 
gotten the chance to introduce myself to some of you yet.” 
Paused. “Well, this is as good an opportunity as any.” 

They reached behind their head, and Leah’s jaw dropped 
as they pulled loose the ties on their mask. Gently removing it 
from the front of their face, they set it down hard and firm on 
the table in front of them. A large burn scar enveloped the 
entire upper half of their face in a v shape remarkably close to 
that of the mask. It distorted their skin, their lopsided eyelids. 
Removed their eyebrows, lashes, patches from the front of 
their hair. 

“My name is Kily Blume,” they said, calm, “For those of 
you who don’t already know, you may call me by ‘they’ 
pronouns. I see there are some of you I haven’t met, so why 
don’t we all go around and introduce ourselves. Take the heat 
off me, eh, no pun intended.” 

“Er, right,” Leah said, calming her surprise, “I’m Leah 
Dornah. I go by ‘she.”” 
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“Tm Ellie Lamelle.” She bowed to Kily and Leah. “I go by 
‘she’ as well. I’ve spoken to one of your agents, but it’s good 
to meet you two in person.” 

“Soren Black.” He’d been smiling since people had started 
saying their pronouns. “’He’ pronouns.” 

“And I’m his brother Stewart Black.” Patted Soren on the 
shoulder. “He’ too.” 

“My name is Tanae Kentus.” She bowed her head. “’She’ 
works for me.” 

“You all know me.” Eirika waved a hand. “The ghost of 
Lady Eirika.” Brought her hand to her lips, paused a moment. 
“Firika Herth, as a matter of fact.” Cathe turned to her, raised 
her eyebrows. As did everyone else. “For my mother. And 
definitely ‘she.’”” 

Cathe nodded and turned to the rest. “Well, you can just 
call me Cathe for now. Formerly Catherine Cardarrian.” 

“Ooh!” Kily exclaimed. 

“Cardarrian,” Soren said, chin resting on his fists. 

“T wasn’t just a spy. I was his heir if you believe that. 
Adopted, of course.” She looked away. “Not anymore.” 

“Then we're extra grateful, princess,” Kily said. Soren 
didn’t look too sure, and Leah especially didn’t hide her 
contempt. 

“And I go by ‘she.’”” Cathe was eager to change the subject. 
“They’ works too, actually. I’m not really ordinary. Just 
anything but “he.” 

“To business, then,” Soren said before anyone could 
question Cathe further, “Stewart, Tanae, how’s the east 
market faring?” 

“The workers are ready to act,” Stewart said, “Tanae and 
Powell got them disciplined, and the militia members are 
training them as we speak.” 

“On the other hand,” Tanae added, “the merchant bosses 
have started negotiating alliances with Mander, and that 
means Cardarrian too. We'd better get moving soon.” 

“Agreed.” Soren turned to Kily and Leah. “What about the 
south?” 

“Cardarrian’s and Korrigan’s forces are at a stalemate,” 
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Leah said, “And the war has taken a toll on the people down 
there. They hate all sides of it.” Soren rubbed his forehead. 

“On the plus side,” Kily said, “we’ve been absolutely 
flooded with informants from Cardarrian’s little town.” Eirika 
and Cathe both looked at them, listened closely. “Well, two or 
three, but that’s two or three more than we expected. Seems 
all your chaos sprung a few leaks. The people hate him, of 
course. They know about his charade as well as any of us, and 
they’ve even managed to start organizing despite everything. 
But they don’t have nearly enough power to fight back.” 

“And he’s heading to the capital.” Everyone turned to 
listen to Leah. “Right now. Seems the attack moved up his 
schedule, so we've lost any chance we ever had at attacking 
him on the road.” She looked right at Cathe, who refused to 
break her gaze. 

“Would we have been able to coordinate it with everyone 
else anyway?” Soren asked, “We need everyone working 
together on this. If he’s going to be in the capital, we'll attack 
him in the capital.” 

Ellie looked down. “That might not be the easiest thing 
right now.” Everyone turned to her. “The network’s been 
really strained. Pretending to be a religious group has only 
gotten us so much leeway. The new watch expects explicit 
and material loyalty to Cardarrian, and they’ve started to 
infringe upon our territory to get it. Those in the know have 
stayed loyal to us, thankfully, but more and more people have 
been joining up with the watch just for the taste of power and 
comfort.” She sighed, shook her head. “We discovered a spy 
too. Quick enough to prevent him from learning anything, 
but we can’t do anything to neutralize him without being 
found out.” 

“That would be the one who got me freed, then,” Cathe 
said. 

“Indeed,” Kily said, “You're very lucky.” Cathe nodded. 

Soren took a deep breath, let it out slow. “If we reveal 
ourselves in other regions before we take the capital, before 
we take Cardarrian, his forces will overwhelm us. We’re 
going to have to figure out a way to do that first if we’re 
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going to have a chance at taking out the rest of the 
monarchy.” 

“Hold on,” Cathe said, leaning forward and narrowing her 
eyes, “You mean Mander and Fetson?” 

“The monarchy,” Leah said, stern, “The systems of 
monarchy and feudalism. And the market economy, for that 
matter.” 

Cathe laughed. “To be replaced by what?” 

“Anarchy, dear!” Kily laughed right back at her. 

“Nothing,” Cathe said, “To be replaced by nothing.” 

“No.” Soren held up his hand. “We're out to dismantle 
hierarchy, not community, not society. Everyone should have 
control over the systems that affect their lives. We’re going to 
set up discussions, voluntary work, consensus voting when 
necessary, anything we can.” He intertwined his fingers. “No 
one will have control over anyone else without their full 
consent. That means all coercion and power imbalance must 
be curtailed. There are better ways to respond to harm. It just 
takes a little imagination. Reform the people responsible, 
restore what’s been lost, and transform society to eliminate 
motivating factors. Revolution is an act of compassion and 
creation.” Eirika smiled at that. “Just one that necessitates 
defense from retaliation. Then once the hoarders are brought 
down to our level, all it'll take for everyone to live 
comfortably will be everyone contributing what they’re 
comfortably able to.” 

Cathe looked at Eirika as Eirika smiled back at her. She 
sighed, turned back to Soren. “How does that work when 
only seven other people can hear you say it?” 

“Excuse me,” Leah cut in, “What makes you think you of 
all people get to question us on our methods?” 

Soren sighed, waved a hand, shook his head. “She’s right, 
Leah. If we’re the only ones making the decisions, we’ll just 
end up putting our own interests first.” Leah took a deep 
breath, tried to calm herself. 

“Then according to your logic,” Kily said, pointing at 
Cathe, “I might as well be a lord, and according to yours...” 
They pointed at Soren. “I’m a poor one.” 
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Eirika leaned forward. “I know we’re all doing our best, 
but we'll never know what’s good for the people out there 
better than they do.” 

Kily laughed. “I suppose I ought to be more trusting.” A 
heartfelt sigh got out through all their melodrama. 

“Shouldn’t that wait until the war is won?” Stewart said, 
“We were just talking about spies, weren’t we?” 

“There will always be spies.” Cathe closed her eyes. 
“There will always be enemies, people looking to undermine 
you, just like there will always be hoarders. There will always 
be threats from within and without. War or not. Withholding 
information from the people you’re trying to help, making 
decisions without their input, even if you think it’s for their 
own good, that’s how I used to think. That’s how Cardarrian 
thinks.” 

“Before long, they'll be rebelling against us,” Soren said, 
nervous, “And they’ll be right.” 

Tanae nodded. “Yes, she makes a good point. We cannot 
allow ourselves to become rulers, not even accidentally.” 
Leah waved a dismissive hand. Turned away but didn’t 
object. 

Soren started tapping the table. “So many people out there, 
people who’ve come to help us, don’t even know what we’re 
really fighting for. I’ve been so afraid they'll abandon us if 
they find out, or if they even see me.” 

“Well,” Stewart said, “I guess we’ll just have to get them to 
stop thinking they’re better than us. Everyone’s some manner 
of queer, after all.” 

Ellie laughed, gentle. “That’s right. We'll just have to 
remind them of that.” Soren turned to both and smiled. 

Cathe let out a laugh too, but one of incredulity. “Uh, wow. 
You're just going to listen to me? Me? You really are the 
opposite of everything I’ve ever learned about people.” 

“It was a good point, Cathe,” Eirika said, grabbing her 
shoulder, “We would’ve had to deal with it one way or 
another.” 

Leah eyed Cathe, gave a single hearty laugh. “I guess if it’s 
not how you were raised, it can’t be all bad.” Wasn’t quite as 
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hostile as before. 

“Alright,” Soren said, “Let’s invite everyone in the west 
market and the camp to a gathering. We can tell them...” 
Tapped the table again, took a deep breath. “Everything, I 
guess. Word will spread from there. We’ll just have to be 
quick about finding those spies. Are we in agreement?” 

Everyone gave their “Aye.” Leah gave a quick nod and a 
“Yeah, sure.” 

Three pats on the door flap at the entrance to the room. 
Everyone went quiet, and Soren hesitated a moment before 
speaking. “Go ahead. Come in.” 

A single man entered the room. An older man, Kily and 
Leah seemed to recognize him, but no one else did. He 
stopped a moment at the sight of Kily’s full face, but his hurry 
and sense of propriety made sure that didn’t last long. He 
walked to Kily’s side and leaned in to whisper something in 
their ear. 

Kily grew a wide grin as the man stood back up. “We have 
a breakthrough, my queer friends. Our knight is willing to 
talk. To you.” He turned and pointed right at Eirika. 

Everyone’s eyes turned to Eirika as her eyes narrowed. 
Her lips tightened; her teeth clenched. “Fine. Let’s get this 
over with.” She stood up and pushed her chair in. “You can 
fill me in on the rest of the meeting later.” 

Cathe stood up behind her. “Oh, I can’t miss this.” She 
could barely contain her giddiness. 

The man led them out of the tent. They walked quickly 
through the camp, pushing past the people around them and 
only bothering to avoid the flowers. Back onto the road and 
into the city, the man led them down streets they’d both 
become familiar with until they passed into the alleys that led 
to the underground base. As soon as he unlocked the door, 
Eirika stepped forward and shoved it open hard. She 
marched down the stairs in front of the others, only letting the 
man take the lead again at the bottom so he could lead them 
to where James was being held. 

Eirika and Cathe entered the room and shut the door 
behind them as the man left for other business. A small room, 
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not unlike the one Eirika had stayed in, with a simple but 
comfortable bed. James sat on the bed, stared down at his lap. 
Looked healthy enough. He’d grown a light beard in the time 
since she’d captured him, and his hair had grown out a bit. 
His demeanor, though, hadn’t changed. Still silent. 

“What do you want?” Eirika stared at him, arms crossed. 
“Don’t waste my time.” 

He looked up at Eirika. Glanced at Cathe’s smirk. “Have 
you had the same epiphany I’ve had, Cathe?” 

Cathe just laughed. “Don’t compare me to you.” Eirika 
looked at Cathe, chuckled, then back to James. 

“Ym sorry, Eirika.” He’d gone back to looking at his lap, 
despondent. “I was weak. I see now how you tested me and 
how I failed. I’m ashamed of myself for that.” He looked up at 
her. “But I’m also eternally grateful for the second chance 
you’ve given me. Thank you for showing me the way.” 

“Ym not your savior, James.” She held his gaze firm as he 
flinched back. “Yes, you're getting a second chance, but do 
you know why? It’s because these people, good people, know 
that you’re more useful if you learn better than if you’re dead. 
You deserve that opportunity like everyone does, but that’s 
got nothing to do with me. So, tell them everything they want 
to know, and do everything they want you to do. Learn from 
them. I don’t have the patience anymore.” James swallowed, 
nodded. 

As soon as she saw the nod, Eirika turned and opened the 
door to leave. Cathe, though, lingered a moment longer. “It’s 
not so bad, James,” she said. Then she turned and followed 
Eirika out. 


467 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


35 
NOT JUST FOR US 


“T don’t know, Eirika. I just don’t know.” Soren rubbed the 
hilt of his sword, propped up by the tip of its sheath on the 
dirt floor of the tent’s work room. “What am I supposed to 
say? Will it make a difference what I say anyway?” 

Eirika eyed the sword in his hands, the sword he was half 
leaning on. “Are you going to take that with you?” 

She’d come to drop off her own sword, it now laying on a 
shelf at the side of the room covered by her folded cloak. This 
early afternoon after two days spent in town and the camp, 
she once again wore her signature uniform, newly mended 
and now one of multiple. Early the previous day, Soren had 
told one of his associates from the capital to spread the word. 
There’d be a gathering of everyone in the area, everyone 
allied with the rebellion, all who could make it. A gathering to 
partake in free discussion, planning, and propaganda. And to 
meet the Blacks and the Blue for the first time. Hopefully, to 
meet them as equals. 

Soren froze, looked down at the sword. “No, I'll leave this 
here.” He leaned it against the shelf beside Eirika’s much 
smaller sword. “I'll fight when I have to, but I’d rather not 
have people thinking I’m too eager.” 

“Then why don’t you talk about peace?” Eirika asked with 
a warm smile, “Compassion and kindness. Tell them about all 
the things we’re going to build when the war is done and 
what we need to start building in the meantime. That’s what 
this gathering’s all about, right?” 

“Yeah, but...” He brushed a hand through his hair. “But 
how do I make them listen?” 
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Eirika sighed and closed her eyes. “You can’t.” She 
laughed to herself. “They're going to come to whatever 
conclusions they come to. All you can do is give them the 
knowledge they need to reach the conclusions that'll help 
them the most. Just make the best case you can, and hope they 
understand.” 

Soren nodded. “I know.” He looked at the door out. “Ugh, 
I wish I could just know what people were thinking. I want to 
know why people have such a hard time letting go of the 
roles they’ ve been taught.” 

“Don’t we all?” 

“T suppose no one’s any good at understanding other 
people’s hang ups.” Eirika waited patiently for him to gather 
his thoughts. “It’s just so frustrating when I can’t figure out 
the right thing to say to them. Sometimes I wish I could just 
tell people how to act, how to think, and have them listen to 
me.” He shook his head. “I don’t really want to be like that, 
obviously. That’s what we’re fighting against.” 

“You've got plenty of friends out there, you know,” Eirika 
said, “Plenty of people who care about you. We’ll make sure 
you get the chance to make your point. We’ll all back you up. 
No one’s going to mock you or silence you if I have anything 
to say about it.” 

Soren gave the best smile he could manage. “Thank you.” 

“Will you be able to speak well?” Eirika asked, “I mean, 
physically.” 

Soren nodded. “Kily had a new chest binder made for me. 
It’s a lot more comfortable than the old one.” He let out a 
quiet chuckle. “It feels like things are already getting better, at 
least in one way. I should be able to project for as long as I 
need if my nerves don’t get to me first.” 

“That's good,” Eirika said, smiling. 

“Go ahead and head out there. I think I’ll be okay.” He 
glanced at Eirika’s cloak. “I'll see you when I’m ready.” 

Eirika smiled back and gave him a quick wave. “See you 
then.” 

Right as she started turning to leave, Soren stepped over 
and picked her folded cloak up off her sword. She took a split 


469 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


second to watch him out of the corner of her eye as he felt its 
fabric, unfolded it to get a better look. A hint of a smile grew 
on her face, and without questioning him, she stepped out of 
the room. Quick through the large central room, then out 
through the entrance room and into the camp proper. 

Town residents and visitors were already starting to flood 
into every corner of the camp, so much so that it was at times 
difficult for Eirika make her own way around the place. Many 
people around her didn’t quite seem to understand what they 
were doing there, spending their time chatting or admiring 
the flowers. They did, however, turn in shock when they saw 
Eirika pass by. For the first time in a while, she made sure to 
smile and nod at each of them, and some of them even smiled 
back. 

Weaving through to a wide-open area at the back of the 
camp, she found where Cathe stood waiting. Beside Cathe 
stood Gerdy, who Eirika hadn’t seen since they'd left the 
castle. She must’ve been staying in the west market under the 
care of the locals the whole time. Alongside them were Jones, 
Em, and even Thom, albeit standing apart from the others 
and shuffling uncomfortably. Cathe, Gerdy, and Em were 
chatting together, smiles on their faces, while Jones looked 
antsy and impatient. 

Eirika jogged over to them. “Hey!” She waved, and the 
three women turned to face her as she stopped in front of 
Gerdy. “I’m glad to see you made it here safely. How’s the 
kid been doing?” 

“It’s hard to say as of yet,” Gerdy said, “He won't talk 
much. He’s with a pair of, uh, foreign kids right now.” 

“Tanae’s kids,” Cathe said. 

“Are you doing okay, Eirika?” Em asked. 

Eirika gave a halfhearted smile. “I’m getting there.” She 
turned to Jones and Thom. “I haven’t gotten the chance to 
apologize to you two.” 

“What for?” Jones asked, cut himself off, glanced over at 
Thom. “Eh, right. Sorry.” 

Thom glanced at Eirika, stroked one of his arms with his 
other hand. “I’ve decided to stick to communication and 
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distribution from now on. I'll feel better with time, I hope.” 

“That's a valuable skill set.” Eirika had a hard time looking 
at him. “I’m sorry for what I put you through.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m glad you’re dealing with your issues too, 
whatever they are.” He didn’t sound like he meant anything 
bad by it. Eirika nodded, and Thom turned away to watch the 
greater crowd. 

“What's this all about, anyway?” Em asked. 

“Remember back east,” Eirika said, “how we agreed we 
were going to hold each other accountable? Well, we’re here 
to help spread the power as much as possible.” 

Em raised her eyebrows. “You managed to convince them? 
I was getting a bit worried, to be honest, what with all the 
secrecy.” 

“Cathe did, actually.” Eirika grabbed Cathe’s hand, but 
Cathe just rolled her eyes. 

Em let out a quiet laugh. “No kidding.” 

Jones had been staring out at the crowd for a while now. 
“It'd be nice if they’d just point my sword in a direction and 
let me loose.” 

“Some of us would like reassurance that the de facto 
leaders of this revolution are as good as their word.” Cathe 
sighed. “But I can’t say I expected more than brute force out 
of someone like you.” 

Jones spun around, leaned in close, spoke low. “The tables 
have turned since we first met, and I’ve got no reason to keep 
quiet anymore. You’d do well to remember that, Cardarrian.” 

“That's not my name.” Almost a growl. 

“You sure are acting like it is. You sure you’ve changed so 
quick?” 

Eirika and Em stepped in at the same time. “Hey, now,” 
they said simultaneously, looked at each other. 

Eirika turned to Cathe. “Jones is just as committed as you 
are.” 

“Same goes for Cathe, I presume,” Em said to Jones, “as 
good as she is at hiding it.” Jones scoffed but turned away. 

“Committed enough to be skeptical,” Cathe said with a 
smirk, but this time Jones didn’t take the bait. 
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Gerdy put a hand on Cathe shoulder. “Can we talk about 
something more fun?” 

“Anything for you, Gerdy.” She sounded shockingly 
sincere. Eirika and Em looked at each other and laughed. 

“Look over there,” Gerdy practically commanded as she 
pointed in the direction Jones and Thom were already 
looking. 

A group of people had gathered into a small open circle 
not far away, making room in the center for where Stewart 
stood speaking to them all. He spoke in light tones with 
broad-armed gestures and without staying in one spot for 
long. It wasn’t dissimilar to how he’d looked and acted when 
Eirika had first seen him conning a noble, and just as then, he 
was far enough away for his words to be indiscernible to her. 

She stepped around Jones and Thom to the edge of the 
circle, the other women following close behind. “As Prince 
Hector continued his tale of adventure and intrigue, his voice 
softened, and he crept closer to the old lord.” Stewart’s voice 
softened as well. “So enraptured was the man by Hector’s 
words, he leaned forward, craned his neck to catch every 
careful enunciation. By the time Hector had reached him, his 
voice was barely even a whisper, and the lord was forced to 
lean so close, listen so attentively, that he didn’t even feel it 
when Hector reached up and snatched the bejeweled necklace 
from his neck.” 

The circle surrounding Stewart burst into uproarious 
laughter right as he saw Eirika and the others approaching. A 
few of the closest followed his gaze, found Eirika, and 
stepped aside to give her and her friends room. Their gazes 
settled on her and Cathe more so than the other two, and 
some of them oddly cringed away in embarrassment. 

Stewart didn’t pay them any mind. “Hello, all! Glad you 
could join us. I was just telling my own special version of 
Prince Hector’s journey I’ve been working on recently.” He 
looked at Eirika. “You only got to hear the beginning, if I 
recall.” 

“Tt sounds like it’s popular,” Eirika said. 

“Of course! It’s my telling, isn’t it?” 
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Eirika and the other three joined in with the circle to listen 
to Stewart continue his story. As he explained, the story as 
usually told was about a prince who travelled the kingdom, 
using his storytelling and various talents to win the favor of 
the lords who’d been conspiring to rebel against his aging 
father. Stewart, though, purported to tell the true, or truer, 
version of events. In reality, he claimed, Hector had merely 
gotten bored in his palace, sick father or not. So, he’d decided 
to use his silver tongue to cheat, con, and steal away the 
wealth from all the lords of the land. Then, he’d used it to 
build himself up as a powerful and unopposed king. 

The crowd was immensely entertained by his version of 
the story, as was Eirika herself. Cathe even got in a few 
knowing chuckles at the way he explained how Hector pulled 
off his thievery. As she watched the greater crowd, though, 
Eirika found that while many of them were listening closely, 
some of them were only watching Stewart himself, watching 
him with a curious fascination. He had a reputation, after all. 
Thankfully, he seemed to know how to identify those curious 
audience members and single them out to engage more with 
the story itself, but he couldn’t catch all of them. It hampered 
Eirika’s cheer a bit. 

Before she got a chance to talk to him about it, though, he 
turned and saw Ellie glide into the crowd not far away 
wearing her unique new preaching robe. Though she moved 
through the people with grace and calm, many of them 
looked on her with the same suspicious looks that Eirika had 
received so many times in so many places throughout the 
kingdom. 

“Ah!” Stewart exclaimed to all those around him, “The 
main event is about to begin, my friends! Make room, make 
space.” 

Eirika jumped to attention and followed Stewart as he 
waved his arms about, expanding his little circle toward 
where Ellie was walking. Along with Cathe, Gerdy, and Em, 
she joined in Stewart's effort, corralling everyone back and 
away until the circle grew to include the preacher at its center. 
Ellie bowed to Stewart and the rest of them in gratitude. 
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Before long, Eirika spotted Tanae joining in on the 
organization efforts. She and Cathe both proved especially 
firm in their methods, and they worked together to move as 
fast as they could. Finally, one side of the circle opened as 
Kily entered, followed closely by Leah. Kily stood guarding 
their side of the circle with their mask on but wearing much 
plainer clothes than Eirika was used to seeing them in. 

Those who’d been spread far and wide across the camp 
now gathered in close quarters to get as near to the open 
circle as they could manage. Still, the crowd stretched back far. 
With the circle plenty wide and only Ellie at its center, those 
who'd helped create it all started blending into the crowd at 
various points. Only Cathe remained by Eirika’s side. 

“Thank you, everyone,” Ellie said in the kind but 
far-reaching voice that she’d honed her whole life, “for 
gathering here today on such short notice. My name is Ellie 
Lamelle.” She bowed to one half of the circle, then the other. 
“For those unaware, we've gathered here for an open 
discussion about our values and goals and to agree upon our 
plan of attack.” 

Eirika watched the crowd as Ellie spoke. Some listened in 
silence, but many were looking back and forth at one another, 
murmuring. Some she even saw staring at the woman 
preacher with contempt. Cathe saw it all too, eyes darting 
back and forth, scowling openly at no one and everyone. 
Then Eirika’s cloak drifted up to her side opposite Cathe. She 
glanced at him briefly before giving Ellie back her full 
attention. 

“First, though,” Ellie said, “I’d like to say a few words as a 
woman of faith. I know these have been hard times. We've all 
been shaken.” Her words remained calm and kind through 
the crowd’s chatter. “So, I thought it might help if I talked 
about my faith and how it’s changed along with the recent 
changes that have shaken us all.” The murmurs around her 
grew. “Many of us view our creator, our Master, as akin to a 
smith or a tinkerer, and we the tools he creates. I myself have 
always found that apt. Except, we’re people. Our minds, our 
will, can cause us to err in our purposes. Thus, our duty is to 
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prevent that from happening. I’m sure we’re all familiar with 
these ideas.” 

The murmurs died down as the crowd listened with 
comfort to the familiar sermon. She continued. “But how do 
we know what our purposes are? The way so many preachers 
have told it before, our duty is to serve our Master by serving 
our masters here in the kingdom. The king, the lords, our 
bosses. No doubt the king, the lords, and our bosses told them 
to say that.” A few people laughed. “And we’re all here today 
because we know that’s wrong.” 

She took another look around the crowd and smiled. “I 
believe that our true duty is to one another. In some ways I’ve 
always believed that, but especially now. Though I'll admit 
this is simply my feeling on the matter, I believe our creator 
created us for ourselves, and for each other.” The murmurs 
rose back up again. Those who’d been glaring at her since 
she’d arrived now grew restless. 

Still, she wasn’t fazed. “We’ve always called him our 
Master, and to those for whom that’s been a comfort, you 
have my utmost respect and understanding. But in the spirit 
of the equality that we’ve gathered here to build, in whatever 
form that takes, I’ve chosen to call him our Ally. Our Ally in 
our endeavors here and our Ally in the rest of our lives, who 
loves us as we love him. I hope that image helps build our 
confidence and our morale as we move forward.” 

Eirika scanned the crowd, spotted a few people smiling at 
that, but their smiles fell away as the chatter grew louder and 
louder. The circle started to distort and collapse inward. Ellie 
smiled through it all, but even Eirika’s calm gaze turned to 
worry. Cathe had already reached the point of loathsome 
contempt, crossing her arms and glaring but doing nothing. 
From the opposite side, Eirika heard someone say, “What do 
you expect from a woman?” and within a second, she felt her 
cloak thrust into her hands. 

“Excuse me!” Soren’s voice overpowered the crowd 
despite its higher pitch as he stepped into the circle. “We will 
treat our fellow rebels with respect.” 

“And who are you?” someone else said. 
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“Ym Soren Black.” Everyone quieted at once. “For 
whatever that means to you.” He stepped toward the center, 
spread his arms wide. “Am I not what you expected? Is she 
not what you expected?” He gestured harshly at Ellie. 

“It’s alright, Soren,” Ellie said, walking to his side. 

“It’s not.” He turned in place to stare down the whole 
circle as it straightened out. “What are you all here for, if not 
this? How many of you have seen Eirika?” Eirika gave the 
crowd an awkward smile as Soren gestured at her. “How 
many of you have heard of me and the Blue?” Kily gave a 
confident wave as Soren looked at them. “What did you 
expect when you came here?” 

“We expected hope and comfort!” someone shouted, “Not 
foreign touched ideology.” 

“Hope! Comfort! Is that not what she’s trying to give? Or 
is it only okay for us to be symbols so long as you can pretend 
that we only represent your interests? Because if we have 
ideas of our own, if you’re forced to see us as people, you 
can’t help but notice the foreign touch.” The one who’d 
shouted cringed back, and much of the crowd turned away in 
embarrassment. 

He stared out, eyes cold, scanning the crowd for further 
outbursts but didn’t find any. He tried to calm himself. “We 
came here to be open, to share our experiences, our concerns, 
our ideas. Our ideologies.” Eirika could still see him shaking 
slightly from anxiety. “That means we’re all going to hear 
things we don’t understand and see people we find strange. 
But we will not discount them for that.” Ellie gave him a 
proud smile, brought a hand to her chest. 

“That's what the nobles do, only caring about themselves 
and pretending they’re superior to justify it. They see you as 
undeserving of a full stomach, undeserving of the freedom to 
define your own lives. Do you see her the same way? Is she 
undeserving because she’s a woman? Am I because I look like 
one?” No one dared laugh. 

“We're gathered here to make sure we don’t end up like 
that. We’re fighting to radically change how our communities, 
our societies function.” Soren’s confidence grew. “Maybe 
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that’s hard to comprehend. Maybe it’s hard to admit when 
you've been on the oppressive end of the problems we’re 
trying to fix, but I’ve come in part to assure you that as long 
as you're willing to take part in this transformation, you 
won't lose anything but a false sense of superiority.” Some 
people started to smile now, even. 

“If we’re not here for all of us, then we’re really only here 
for ourselves. Not only is that a failure to care about each 
other, it’s a failure to make a revolution. If we don’t all 
support each other, we can’t win, and if we did somehow win, 
we'd only be reproducing the same tyranny we’re trying to 
overthrow.” Eirika had calmed, a confident smile on her face. 
Even Cathe had started to grin despite herself. 

“When I look at everyone gathered here right now, I see an 
army, and I happen to know that there are people in our 
situation, people on our side, across the whole kingdom. We 
can triumph. Together, as equals, we will triumph. Together, 
we'll create a world where everyone has what they need, 
where everyone is free to pursue their own interests no matter 
how different they may be, where no one will live in fear of 
authority.” He looked around the crowd one last time as they 
listened intently. “How does that sound?” 

Someone in the crowd started to cheer. Then a few more, 
then growing. Some shouted their approval of Soren’s words, 
his ideas, his newfound confidence. Not everyone agreed, 
certainly. Eirika noticed that the nearby man who'd insulted 
Ellie, who’d fueled Soren’s confidence, had left. All other 
disagreement was drowned out. 

Eirika did her fair share of cheering to hype Soren up as 
much as she could, as did many of her friends around the 
circle. She could hear Kily and Stewart shouting, “Bravo! 
Bravo!” in unison from the opposite end, and near them, she 
saw Tanae grinning with her arms crossed. Cathe kept quiet 
as always, but even just her smile was infectious. 

Soren held up his hands, and in time, the people quieted. 
“Ellie, do you have any more you'd like to say? I wouldn’t 
want to steal your thunder. Take as much time as you need.” 

“That’s quite alright, Soren,” she said in the same kind 
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voice she’d been using before this had all started, “I was only 
hoping inform everyone that after this gathering is finished, 
I’d be happy to have a discussion with anyone who wants to 
talk about how our faiths have been affected by recent events 
and how we can support each other in times of need. You'll 
find me in the outdoor eating area.” She bowed once again, 
then found Stewart in the crowd and left to join him. 

“Thank you, Ellie,” Soren said, nodding to her as she left. 

Kily passed her by as they walked into the circle to take 
her place by Soren’s side. Soren bowed his head, deferred to 
them. “Hello all,” Kily said, bowing enthusiastically to the 
crowd, “Having a spectacular time so far, aren’t we? My 
name is Kily Blume, though many of you know me as the 
Blue. I too would like to make an announcement before we 
really get into the heat of things.” They spun in place to get a 
good look at the whole of the open circle. 

“My fellow townsfolk of the west market have been good 
to my associates and me. Your patience knows no bounds. 
And you've all been good to one another. We’ve always 
strived to be good to you as well, but we’ve been sorely 
limited in our abilities, limited by our own precautions, I’m 
afraid.” Their voice softened for a moment, and they paused. 

“That is why, henceforth, we will be opening our veil of 
secrecy, our pretense of paranoia. It’s done nothing but 
hinder us. We’ll be inviting open participation in all decision 
making that affects the people of the town, equal say for 
every individual. Nothing will be done without your 
approval.” Many smiles from the crowd. Chatter grew, 
positive this time. 

“Yesterday, we began work on finding and setting up a 
gathering place in town to facilitate discussion and 
deliberation. If any of you have any suggestions, we'd all love 
to hear them. We’ll let you know as soon as we have 
something ready, but for now, let’s all discuss things here.” 
They scanned the crowd. “If you’re okay with that, Soren?” 

“Of course.” 

“Well then, come now. Don’t be shy.” They waved their 
arms about, gestured everyone in. “Introduce yourself to a 
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stranger. Find out how you can help each other. The war is 
important, but so is our own health. Once we've all 
brainstormed our ideas we can gather back together and 
share.” 

Eirika heard Cathe sigh, and she turned to see her smiling 
to herself as she watched Kily play to a crowd that ate up 
their every word. Eirika kept watching as the crowd 
swallowed up the circle, swallowed up Kily and Soren. Kily 
held in place at the center as everyone else closed in on them, 
but Soren pursed his lips and moved to find someone more 
familiar. 

At the same time, Eirika and Cathe started walking toward 
him, Eirika carrying her cloak at her side. He joined up with 
his brother and Ellie right as Eirika reached him. 
“Congratulations!” she said, “You did a great job.” 

“T only wonder how long it'll last,” Soren said. 

“Oh, it’ll last,” Stewart said, patting him on the back, “I 
can feel the energy.” 

Ellie put a hand on his other shoulder. “You really were 
impressive.” 

“T hate to say it,” Cathe said, “But they’re right. You have 
my trust.” Soren gave her an incredulous look, and she 
laughed. “Oh, I won’t have you doubting me, now. I’ve been 
thinking about how I could be of use.” Soren’s look turned 
serious. “Cardarrian wants me back, and he wants me alive. I 
don’t know why, but he does. No doubt he’s already sent 
people out looking for me.” Soren nodded, listened close. 
“T’ve learned my whole life to predict my enemies’ moves and 
use them to my advantage.” Eirika’s head turned sharp; her 
eyes widened. “So, I figure we might set a trap,” Cathe said 
with a smirk, “and I’d make the perfect bait.” 
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36 
HEAVY AND COLD 


The next day, a pair of knights visited the west market. 
They rode in from out west, being some of the few Fetson 
kept in his service. Normally, he wouldn’t let them out of his 
sight, but he wouldn’t dare provoke his new king. Kily had 
recruited a false mayor for these sorts of situations. The town 
hadn’t had a real one since well before even the orange 
merchants had attempted their takeover, but Fetson had 
never paid enough attention to know that. 

The false mayor met with the knights just within the 
border, and they told him they’d been ordered by the new 
king to search for a fugitive. A fugitive by Cathe’s description, 
of course. Cardarrian had ordered his lords to search in all 
directions, sending his own men across his whole expanded 
personal territory. 

The false mayor showed the knights around the town, bid 
them enjoy themselves while he sent out a search party to 
inspect every corner of the place. The knights, not used to 
doing real work, were happy to oblige. The search party 
enjoyed themselves too, laughing with each other as they 
waited out the day. By nightfall, the knights had had so much 
fun they didn’t think twice when they were told the search 
had yielded no results. They were getting a free night at the 
best inn in town, after all. 

Eirika and Cathe spent the whole day in the camp. Spent it 
working, chatting with the other workers, having as good a 
time as the knights. The planning and administration tents 
that Soren had previously confined himself to were now 
being converted into whatever the camp workers happened 
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to need them for at any given time. A primary purpose hadn’t 
quite been decided yet. Still, the two used it as a meeting 
place to talk and decide on tasks, as did many others. Even 
there, Cathe didn’t talk much to anyone but Eirika, but she 
didn’t shy away either. Her mind seemed preoccupied, but 
Eirika just treated it as social anxiety and let her be. 

Many of their friends were spending their time in the town 
spying on the knights, acting in the false search party, or 
otherwise helping set up operations there. As Eirika and 
Cathe couldn’t go into town, they only saw any of them a 
couple times throughout the day. Mostly, people only showed 
up to update them on the knights’ status. Still, Eirika 
remained cheery, and Cathe did her best to interact. 

At one point in the midafternoon though, Soren stopped 
by for a while longer. He came to Eirika, asked for some 
sword fighting pointers for the battle ahead, humble. He was 
going to the capital, and he’d need them. Eirika gave him a 
worried look but agreed, and Cathe went off to work 
someplace else. Soon, Em and Jones arrived at the camp as 
well. Em wanted to fight too and had asked Jones for help 
sometime in amongst all the work he’d been doing. 

The two pairs stood side by side in a modest but clear area 
in a corner of the camp where others were unlikely to disturb 
them. Eirika used a long sword, her own set to the side. Jones 
had his own long sword, but Em had brought a short, thin 
one like Eirika’s. She wanted to be quick, and her own 
strength made up for the sword’s simplicity. 

Eirika and Soren went slow, slow and methodical enough 
for him to pick up on the nuances of her movements and 
counter them every time. Made sure to show him as many 
defensive moves as she could think of in what little time they 
had. He kept silent, focused. Took it in quick and insisted she 
speed up. She did, and he kept up his effective counters. Her 
worry calmed if only a bit. 

Jones was less patient. “Cardarrian’s men won’t wait for 
you to be ready,” he told Em. She tensed but nodded, kept 
going. Eirika gave them a bit of a side eye but didn’t interfere. 
Em looked determined to learn no matter how brutal her 
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lesson. 

It seemed to work on her no matter how stressed she got. 
“It'll only get more stressful from here,” she said, out of 
breath, “I know. I can relax when it’s done.” Jones nodded his 
approval. So, she learned fast because she had to. 

At dawn the next morning, with a blue sky above the red 
trees, they packed their supplies and brought them out to 
Cathe’s black kat. On their first supply run and with the kat 
beside them, Eirika spotted a group of four walking toward 
them from the direction of the town, a group of friends. Leah 
at the front, marching quick and looking annoyed at best. 
Soren, Em, and Gerdy following behind, struggling to keep 
up. 

Setting their bags on the ground, Eirika greeted the group 
with a friendly smile while Cathe just stood at attention as 
Leah got straight to business. “Kily sent me to inform you that 
the knights have departed.” She glanced at Cathe. “I think 
they thought it would be funny. Regardless, you're free to go 
whenever you’re ready.” She turned to leave. 

“Leah,” Cathe called out halfheartedly. Leah paused, and 
Cathe sighed. “I know I did you wrong, back then. I thought 
you'd be okay. Or I convinced myself you’d be okay. I know 
that was selfish of me.” 

“Tam okay, Cathe.” 

“Good,” Cathe said, unable to look at her, “I’m sorry.” 
Leah nodded, and for a moment her face softened. Then she 
cleared her throat and walked away. 

The others watched her leave in silence, Cathe biting her 
lips. Soren was the first one to break it. “Since we won’t be 
seeing each other again until all this is over, I wanted to wish 
you two the best of luck.” 

“Same to you, Soren,” Eirika said with a smile. 

Soren nodded. “The knight’s information has been 
valuable. We might just be able to pull this off.” Eirika’s 
expression darkened at the former knight’s mention, but she 
nodded back nonetheless. “Remember, northeast, straight 
north of the capital, the first town you can find within Trask’s 
territory.” 
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“We've got it,” Eirika said. 

“I know the way,” Cathe added, “And I’m good at 
avoiding attention.” 

Gerdy stepped forward. “Does it really have to be just the 
two of you?” 

“Anything else would look suspicious,” Eirika said. 

Cathe looked at Gerdy’s concerned expression, gave her a 
gentle laugh. “I’ve been on my own my whole life. You know 
that, Gerdy.” 

“Yes, but you're inviting danger.” Gerdy sputtered a 
moment, then stepped forward and hugged Cathe around the 
waist. Cathe slowly wrapped her arms around Gerdy’s 
shoulders as the others looked on in amusement. Then Gerdy 
released and turned to Eirika. “You'd better keep her safe.” 
Pointed a strong finger at her. 

Eirika held up a fist. “I swear to it. On my life and my 
story.” 

Gerdy paused a moment, then bowed to the two of them. 
“Yl see you when you get back.” A strong statement, and she 
walked away. 

Em laughed. “I’m not hugging anybody.” She waved at 
Eirika. “I’m going to go fight in the capital with Jones,” she 
reiterated, “I’ve made up my mind.” Didn’t quite look like it. 
“Of course, he couldn’t be bothered to say goodbye, said he 
had to spend every second of the day training. I had to take a 
break.” Her voice started shaking. “Anyway, best of luck to 
us all.” 

“Indeed,” Soren said, “Ellie told us your secret passage is 
still open.” He looked at Cathe. “So, getting in shouldn’t 
cause any problems as long as we’re careful. She and Stewart 
are getting us all prepared to head out. They wish you two 
the best as well. We'll see you on the other side.” 

“Count on it,” Eirika said. They all gave their parting bows, 
and Soren and Em departed. 

Cathe watched them leave, then turned to Eirika. “We’d 
better get moving.” 

Eirika smiled. “Heading out on our own again, just the 
two of us.” 
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“Yeah.” Cathe looked distracted, but Eirika didn’t bother 
her about it. 

The two of them finished bringing their supplies out to the 
kat and set themselves up to get moving. It didn’t take long; 
they didn’t bother bringing much with them. Rations for the 
road, a small amount of clothes, a bit of coin. Eirika covered 
her head, her sword, her signature outfit with her cloak. Even 
with Cardarrian looking for Cathe, Eirika was still the more 
recognizable of the two. Cathe wore a plain, dark outfit with a 
large hood. It would have to do. As soon as they’d finished 
getting ready, they hopped onto the kat and set off. 

Cathe led them straight north out of the camp and into the 
denser forest with Eirika sitting behind, wrapping her arms 
around Cathe for warmth and comfort as much as to hold 
herself up. It was quickly becoming a cold day. All signs of 
rebel occupation vanished as the kat weaved around ever 
thickening foliage and stepped over bumpy terrain. He 
handled it all well, even playfully leapt at times, eager as ever 
to please Cathe. Cathe smiled at that, occasionally laughed 
when he got too rambunctious, though even her laughs still 
carried a hint of distraction. 

It took them hours to make it through the densest parts of 
the forest. Hours of finding their way around steep hills and 
sharp cliffs. Cathe told Eirika that she wanted to ride far north 
before heading east into what was now Cardarrian’s territory 
around the capital, as she didn’t know who they’d find once 
they got in there. The tradeoff for their stealth, though, was a 
more difficult path. Still, after those couple hours had passed, 
the land began to flatten, and the forest began to thin. 

For the first time in days, light, white clouds blew into the 
sky from the east as the sun approached its peak. Once the 
forest had thinned enough, Cathe brought them to a brief halt 
to eat a small lunch out of their rations. Bread and water, not 
much. They didn’t stop long, just long enough to feed 
themselves and the kat and to stretch themselves out. Cathe 
wouldn’t talk about much more than business. Still, Eirika did 
her best to enjoy the meal despite Cathe’s rush before they 
had to move out once again. 
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As soon as they did, Cathe turned them northeast. At some 
point indistinct and unidentified, they crossed the border 
between Fetson territory and old Tenar territory. New 
Cardarrian territory. They’d been close the whole time. Trees 
thinned further as they rode into the hostile realm, and Cathe 
pushed them faster and faster. 

Soon, they found a road, but it was thin, rough, untraveled. 
Cathe brought them to a halt, looked out in all directions. No 
other travelers. As they rode on, roads were scarce. Still, 
Cathe stopped every time. Still, she never found anyone. An 
occasional village in the distance that she’d turn to avoid but 
no one on the road. Cardarrian made people fear travel, and 
according to Kily, Trask had cut off contact with the south. 
Once the trees had thinned enough that they couldn’t hide 
anymore if they’d wanted to, Cathe stopped bothering to be 
cautious. 

So, they rode quick the whole rest of the day across dry, 
flat plains between scattered patches of trees. The sun 
lowered in the west as more and more thin white clouds 
drifted in to cover it up. By the time the sun neared the 
horizon, it had disappeared entirely. At that same time, they 
spotted the river ahead. 

The river running northwest from the capital met them 
quick to block their path. Quick, wide, and deep. The road 
alongside it was so thin and patchy as to be hard to discern 
from the grass around it. Bits of tall, red and yellow grass 
broke it, the grass having steadily grown taller the whole ride. 
Thankfully, the trees were scarce enough and the land flat 
enough that Cathe soon spotted a small bridge far to the 
northwest. 

Riding fast, they reached the bridge in little time. It was a 
curved wooden bridge that looked not to have been 
maintained in years. It creaked as they crossed, and some of 
its planks had holes through them. Still, they made it to the 
other side and started looking for a patch of trees to stop at. 
The sky was beginning to darken. 

Beneath the trees far from the rushing river, they slowed to 
a stop and climbed down from the kat. With the supplies, 
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saddle, and reins pulled off, the kat shook and stretched in 
relief. He purred for a moment, then meowed in hunger. 
Reaching into the food pouch, Cathe tossed the kat’s dinner 
into his mouth before bothering with hers and Eirika’s. He 
nuzzled against her side with the salted meat hanging from 
his mouth, and Eirika watched with a big smile on her face as 
he bounded off for the river. 

Soon, Eirika and Cathe had taken all their own food out 
and sat down against two adjacent trees to eat. No need for a 
fire. They already had their food, and Cathe was still 
paranoid about giving away their location anyway. Still, they 
had to keep their thick clothes on to stay relatively warm. By 
the time they’d gotten into their meals, the kat had returned 
from drinking what he could from the river to lay down by a 
tree near Cathe. 

Cathe watched the kat, smiling as best she could. But her 
smile faded. “I’ve got to leave this place.” Eirika looked up 
from her food, furrowed her brow in confusion. “The 
kingdom, or whatever it ends up being when all this is done. I 
can’t stay here.” 

“You can’t make peace with the people here.” Eirika’s gaze 
turned down. 

Cathe shook her head. “I know I was wrong. I’ve met 
plenty of good people thanks to you. They’re getting more 
and more like you every day, and I don’t doubt things will 
keep getting better. They might even accept me someday.” 

“Then why?” It was an honest question. 

“Too many bad memories.” She took an absentminded bite 
of bread. “This place is never going to feel like home. I know 
it too well.” 

Eirika watched Cathe, eyed her face closely. “Where do 
you mean to go, then? The land where you were born?” 

“T don’t know. Maybe.” Cathe still wasn’t looking at Eirika. 
“But I mean, it’s no more special to me than anywhere else 
outside the kingdom.” She shrugged. “Maybe somewhere out 
there can be more of a home than this place, and if not, I’ll just 
keep moving. I’m used to that. I’ve just got to start making up 
for things. Lost time, maybe. I don’t know...” 
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Eirika nodded, looked away. “Am I welcome to join you?” 

Cathe looked at Eirika, raised her eyebrows. “Weren't you 
going to stay here? You don’t have to come with me, you 
know. I won't take you away from where you belong.” 

“T don’t belong here any more than you do,” Eirika said, 
solemn, “Settling down’s not in my nature.” 

“We-” Cathe sputtered out nonsense, seethed. “Eirika! I 
spent this whole trip making my peace with leaving you 
behind.” 

Eirika laughed. “It’s not like I never want to see my friends 
again.” She returned to a calm tone. “I just feel like if we 
really do this, if we manage to take this place for the people, 
they won’t need my help anymore. And there are other places 
that could use it more.” 

“Of course,” Cathe mumbled, “you can come with me.” 

“How were you planning to cross the border on your 
own?” Eirika asked, laughing again. Cathe glanced up at her, 
shut her lips tight. Eirika looked down. “Can I tell you 
something, Cathe?” 

Cathe sighed. “Yeah, go ahead.” 

“T feel guilty about my time in other lands.” Cathe looked 
back up at her, listened. “I spent ten years out there, Cathe. I 
knew people, some very well. People cared about me, and I 
can’t say I didn’t care about them.” Eirika swallowed. “But it 
was all just a means to an end for me. My afterlife. I feel guilty 
now just thinking about it.” She shook her head. “I owe them 
better than that.” 

Cathe took a slow, deep breath. “Then our goals really do 
align, huh?” 

Eirika smiled. “Fancy that.” She looked Cathe in the eyes. 
“And I’m glad they do. I want to stay with you.” 

Cathe blinked hard, let out a low growl. “I wish that didn’t 
make me so happy. It scares me that it makes me so happy.” 

Eirika set down the last of her water, both having finished 
their food. She crawled over to Cathe’s side, sitting back 
against the tree beside her as Cathe tried to avoid her gaze. “I 
won't hurt you. I won’t control you, and I won’t leave you 
unless you want me to.” 
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“That just makes it...” Cathe sighed, then turned to look 
Eirika in the eyes. Eirika gave her a warm smile, to which 
Cathe grabbed her by the sides of her head and pulled her 
down to plant a kiss on her forehead. “Don’t get romantic on 
me,” she said as she held the sides of her head and looked her 
firm in the eyes. 

Eirika grew a huge grin. “Not even to annoy you?” 

Cathe laughed and pushed her away. “Alright, but only if 
it’s to annoy me.” 

Cathe set her flask down as Eirika rested her head on her 
shoulder. She tugged on Eirika’s cloak, and Eirika shuffled 
about to get it off herself, making sure to nuzzle her cheek 
against Cathe in the process. Cathe scoffed at that, but she 
couldn’t help smiling. Laying the cloak over them both as a 
blanket, Eirika rested back on Cathe’s side. Still smiling, 
Cathe leaned back against Eirika, and they closed their eyes 
and fell asleep. 

They woke to the brightening of a fully white sky. It failed 
to dampen their mood, though. Cathe crawled over and 
rubbed the kat awake, and they all three of them ate their 
light breakfast together. Cathe seemed more at ease than 
she’d been the day before, and Eirika watched her with a 
satisfied smile. It didn’t take them long to gather their 
supplies back up and take off northeast away from the river. 

Northeast onto the open plain, all flat, mostly empty. Rode 
out as quick as they’d ever ridden. Cathe rode confident, 
smiling to herself as she scanned the horizon ahead and those 
to their sides. Eirika relaxed into Cathe’s back as best she 
could, let her do the work and lead the way. And on they 
rode without hindrance, without slowing. 

Over the hours the air grew colder, dryer even as the sun 
rose higher. The ground hardened and the tall grass too, 
crunching beneath the kat’s feet. It was as thick and plentiful 
as it had always been. The yellows and oranges vanished, and 
the reds began to darken. Over time turned to purples. 

Hunger told them noon had arrived, and they sat down to 
eat their lunch right out in the open. They hadn’t seen a single 
other traveler the whole trip. An occasional village in the 
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distance, but no one on the roads. The lunch went down 
quick and cold but not unpleasant. They sat back against the 
kat and against each other to keep warm. And as soon as their 
food was gone, they hopped up to move on. 

Over the afternoon, Cathe slowly turned them from 
northeast to straight north. How she knew when to turn, 
Eirika couldn’t tell. The hours passed in peace and quiet, the 
kat as full of energy as he’d been when they'd set out. The 
terrain stayed flat as ever, and the trees disappeared entirely 
as they reached the point of riding straight north. Blues began 
to creep into the grass alongside the purples. At last, they 
found a thin dirt road turning north from the east, and for the 
first time, they rode right on it. 

As the blues and purples intermingled, Cathe spotted their 
destination. Another river flowing straight from east to west, 
a river that marked the southern border of Trask’s territory. A 
stone bridge at the end of the road straight ahead. Plain, short, 
flat-topped stone buildings cropping up on the other side. 

Eirika tensed for the first time that day as she looked out at 
the little town coming closer by the second. Trask’s realm, her 
realm. Cathe noticed Eirika’s nerves and squeezed her arms 
tight around Eirika’s for comfort. It only helped a little. Eirika 
held onto the soft, warm feeling of Cathe and the kat, and she 
brought her breathing under control, slow and steady to calm 
herself by the time they approached the bridge. 

The knight walked out onto the bridge the moment he saw 
them approach, a man in full armor with Trask’s snowflake 
symbol on his chest. Cathe slowed the kat, and as they 
reached the edge of the bridge, they dropped from its sides. 
Eirika to one side, Cathe to the other. Kept walking. Both 
dropped their hoods, and Eirika let the front of her cloak fall 
open to show off her crest. They only stopped when the 
knight’s march came to an abrupt halt at the center of the 
bridge, blocking their way. 

“Stop right there,” the man commanded, taking a wide 
stance and placing a hand on his sword. 

Eirika held up her hands. “The north defends itself. I 
understand.” Cathe held onto the kat. 
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The man let go of his sword, shuffled in place. “Yes. The 
north defends itself.” He paused a moment, grew wary. “But 
what makes you think a couple of foreign touched women 
have the right to mock our values?” 

“T meant no mockery,” Eirika said at a deliberate pace, “I 
only meant that well, we understand how great Lord Trask 
and his people are at protecting one another, and we know 
you bear the throne’s usurper no good will.” 

“Don’t think we haven’t heard of you.” The knight stood 
firm. “There’s been many ill omens from the south lately, and 
you're one of them.” 

“Your wariness gives me hope.” Eirika put on her best 
look of earnest concern. “You see, we're fleeing the usurper 
right now.” The knight's stance didn’t change. 

“He kidnapped me, good sir.” To Cathe’s credit, she 
managed to sound meek. “The usurper, Cardarrian, he covets 
foreign things. His soldiers took me from my home. My sister 
Eirika only came to your kingdom to rescue me.” The fact 
they looked nothing alike would make no difference to a 
knight. Strange looked like strange. 

Eirika picked up on the ruse with ease. “An unfortunate 
coincidence that I happen to share a name with one of your 
faetales. I’m afraid it’s made people trust me even less than 
they already would have. And the usurper’s coup has made it 
impossible for us to return the way we came.” The knight's 
stance softened a little. 

“T heard that your lord and your people are strong and 
just,” Cathe said, “Forgive me, sir, I insisted we come this 
way. I believed you to be our last hope for safety until the rest 
of the kingdom is back in good hands.” 

The knight grunted. “How do I know you're not bringing 
trouble with you?” 

Eirika clasped her hands together. “Oh, everyone’s told us 
how strong you are, how you never back down from a threat. 
The north defends itself. You wouldn’t let the usurper’s men 
intimidate you.” 

“No, we would not,” the knight said, proud, “Lord Trask 
has sent enough men to the southern border to beat back that 
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pretender’s forces when they come.” 

“The people of the capital are preparing to retake their city 
as we speak,” Eirika continued, “You’d never let those 
pampered city folks look braver than you.” 

“Certainly not!” The knight gestured for them for them 
step forward. “Follow me. If those cowards come for you, 
you'll see our might firsthand.” 

The knight turned away and walked back across the 
bridge toward the town. Cathe patted her kat and stepped 
forward to follow, though she kept her distance. Eirika started 
walking too, peering out to make sure the man wasn’t looking 
back. Then she crept around the back of the kat to Cathe’s 
side. 

“How long do you think we’ll have here?” she whispered, 
“Kily’s friends will have already started spreading the rumor 
by now.” 

Cathe turned to her, smiling. “Long enough for you to 
work your magic.” 

“Magic, huh? You didn’t do so bad yourself.” Eirika 
elbowed Cathe’s side. 

“Yeah, well don’t expect me to pull that act ever again.” 
Cathe shuddered. 

Eirika laughed despite herself, just managing to stay quiet. 
“Then we'll just have to come up with a better one for you.” 
She watched Cathe’s face as she looked forward. Let out a 
quiet sigh, then followed Cathe’s gaze and grew a smirk as 
she scanned the town ahead. 
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oN) 


IT'S ALWAYS BEEN 
THERE 


The great rocky pit stretched far to the north and equally 
wide from east to west in a near exact circle just past the north 
end of the town. Larger even than the town itself. Gentle 
slopes descended into the topmost of many walkable layers 
and lined the southern end of the pit at regular intervals. On 
the opposite end, Eirika and Cathe could see cave openings 
on all levels, all as equally spaced as the slopes on their own 
side. Everything perfectly ordered between them and the flat, 
grassy plain on the other side. Being the evening now, all 
mining equipment had been stored away, but the cave 
supports that proved their work were clear in view. 

“You can sleep in there.” The knight pointed at a tiny 
building at the east corner of the road where the town ended, 
ignoring where the two were looking, “We confiscated these 
buildings when we stationed ourselves here, but there are 
some we still haven’t found a use for. I’ll find a pen for your 
kat.” 

Frowning, Eirika turned to look where he’d pointed. A 
Trask banner had been hung from the little square building, 
and it did indeed look unoccupied. Just past the corner to the 
northeast, she found where the soldiers had_ stationed 
themselves, a small military camp surrounding the southeast 
edge of the mine. Tents filling the area, armed and armored 
men going about their business. Many of the buildings at the 
northeast end of town had been marked by Trask’s banners, 
most of them much larger than the one they’d been given. 
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It took some effort for Cathe to pry herself away from the 
kat, but in the end she let the knight take it from her without 
complaint. She and Eirika pulled their saddle bags off the 
sides as he took it by the reins, and Cathe kept watching the 
animal in silence as they walked toward the little building. 
When they reached the door, Eirika called out. “Excuse me. 
The night hasn’t quite come yet, and we could use a bite to eat. 
Is there someplace where the miners gather for dinner and 
company?” 

The knight spoke without looking back as he slowly 
walked away. “They gather at a tavern back down the road. 
We passed it on the way here. It’s a large building with a 
symbol of a stone and pickaxe above the door.” He stopped 
for just a second. “Don’t let those types influence you two. 
They’re an uncivilized lot.” 

“You needn’t worry about us,” Eirika said, and the knight 
walked away. 

Eirika and Cathe looked at each other, and Cathe forced 
herself to relax as she opened the door to their sleeping 
quarters. Inside they discovered, as expected, a single open 
room without many amenities. A few small one person beds 
made from hard wood with thin mattresses, not much else. It 
was enough. They set their supplies down quick beside the 
beds; Eirika left her cloak and sword too. Then they walked 
right back out. 

Turning back down the road to the south, they soon 
spotted the building they were looking for. Bigger than any 
around it but just as plain and square of stone, it did indeed 
have an image of pickaxe striking a diamond shaped black 
stone above the door. The windows were lit with a flickering 
orange light absent from those of any other nearby building. 
They could hear the patrons even from outside, the only noise 
in the area. Eirika picked up her pace until she was jogging 
over to the place, leaving Cathe to catch up. 

In front of the door, Eirika shook herself off, exhaled hard. 
“We can do this. Right, Cathe?” 

Cathe grabbed her shoulder. “You know it.” She swung 
open the door and gestured for Eirika to step inside. 
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The local miners’ rowdy banter overwhelmed them 
immediately, though Eirika still managed a hesitant smile. 
Orange lamplight contrasted with the blue-gray stone of the 
walls and blended with the red wood of the tables and chairs 
creating a fragile warmth amidst the cold of the outside. It 
wasn’t that easy to focus on the room itself, though, through 
all the patrons filling it, smiles on their faces. 

But all sound and motion across the big room slowly 
settled and stopped as the miners noticed the two of them 
enter. All stared, faces blank. Even the pair of waitresses 
stopped in their tracks. Most of the patrons were men, young 
and old but all strong and rough looking. Cathe crossed her 
arms, and Eirika’s nerves shook her for a moment before she 
worked herself up to wave and step forward. 

“Don’t let your food go cold on our behalf,” she said, 
trying to sound confident. The patrons didn’t budge, and 
Eirika shrugged, let out a breath. “In that case, who wants to 
chat?” 

Some of the locals started laughing. One of them spoke up, 
one of the few women. “Aren’t you that...?” She snapped her 
fingers. 

“Ghost of Lady Eirika, absolutely right,” Eirika said with 
as big a smile as she could muster. Cathe just smirked at her, 
trying to hide her discomfort. 

A thin young man sitting next to the woman shuffled in 
his seat. “What’s a couple of foreign touched southern women 
doing all the way up here? What do you want with our 
tavern? We’re not into the kind of weird stuff your types 
bring.” 

“Tate just doesn’t want to admit the kind of weird stuff 
he’s into,” the woman called out, and the whole tavern gave a 
hearty laugh. 

The man reddened. “You be quiet, Keera!” 

Eirika eyed the two, then glanced at Cathe, who was 
smiling at Keera and trying her best to ignore the men around 
her. “Why don’t we chat about what we’re doing here?” She 
strode across to the table where Keera and Tate sat. The tables 
were all tight with each other, and the two had been chatting 
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with a couple men at the next table over who now watched 
Eirika and Cathe approach before turning away to their own 
business. “May we have a seat?” She gestured at the two open 
chairs. 

“By all means,” Keera said, looking amused. Thankfully, 
most of the locals looked more amused than hostile. 

They sat down while Cathe glanced back and forth at 
everyone around them, taking in what information she could. 
Chatter started up again across the tavern, but many of the 
patrons and even the waitresses were still eyeing the two 
strangers. Eirika ignored them. “The common folk down 
south are looking to take back the capital,” she said in a mock 
hushed tone that wasn’t actually that quiet, “We're here to 
lure some of Cardarrian’s troops away and make it easier for 
them.” 

Tate scowled. “You're bringing them here? What'd I say? 
Trouble!” 

“What are you, a coward?” Cathe said, looking off like she 
didn’t care, “Aren’t you northerners supposed to be brave? 
City folk are all fighting.” She brushed a hand through her 
hair. 

Tate looked offended, but Eirika cut in before he could 
protest. “We could always just surrender when they get here 
and save you the trouble.” 

“You will not!” Tate said, slapping the table, “The north—” 

“—defends itself. 1 know.” Eirika chuckled, gained a bit of 
real confidence. “I’m more familiar than you might think.” 

Keera nudged Tate’s shoulder and laughed. “They’re 
playing you.” 

“Does it matter?” Cathe asked, looking Keera in the eyes 
and grinning. Keera’s returned smile said it didn’t. 

“How have things been going up here?” Eirika asked with 
a touch of concern, “There sure are a lot of soldiers for a town 
the war hasn’t touched yet.” 

“You can never be too prepared,” Tate said, “We'll trounce 
that usurper when the time comes.” 

“It'd be nice not having them breathe down our necks, 
though,” Keera countered. 
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“Nonsense!” Tate waved a dismissive arm. “They need as 
many supplies as they can get, and they’ve got to be strict to 
stop malcontents. None of us can afford to be lazy right now.” 

“Malcontents?” Eirika asked, raising an eyebrow, “I 
thought you were a unified people.” Cathe tried not to laugh. 

“We most certainly are!” Tate said. 

Keera nodded along. “That’s not just talk. We miners have 
always taken care of each other. It’s just been stressful lately, 
what with the soldiers making us dig deeper and deeper. 
Nothing good will come of that. Still, we stick together, us 
miners at least. Can’t speak for the far north, though. I hear 
there’s a lot more crime near the mountains and ocean, but 
I’m sure I don’t have to tell you two.” 

“T keep telling you those are nothing but rumors,” Tate 
insisted, “Lord Trask gives them a lot more protection up 
there.” 

“No, they’re not,” Eirika said, looking away for a moment, 
“That so-called protection only makes things worse.” 

“And how’s your new protection working out for you 
down here?” Cathe quipped. Tate looked confused, and Keera 
rolled her eyes at him. 

Eirika cut in. “I’m sure you all know how little the lords 
down south ever cared about their people, and I don’t have to 
tell you Cardarrian’s made things worse. My point is, they’ve 
had to learn how to keep themselves unified without feudal 
oversight. It’s the only way they can fight back.” She 
shrugged. “But I’m glad you don’t have that problem.” 

Keera laughed hard, and she gestured to the nearest 
waitress. “Hey! Get some food and drink in these two!” 

Cathe pulled out her coin pouch while Eirika waved at the 
waitress. “No alcohol for me, please, though I could use 
something sweet.” The waitress nodded curtly and turned 
away. 

Tate caught Keera’s attention. “A couple of women 
traveling without any men to take care of them, and foreign 
touched, too. If there’s any malcontents here, it’s them.” 

Keera took a swig of her drink, looked at Eirika and Cathe. 
“How'd you two get past the bridge guard, anyway?” 
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Eirika looked away. “Well, we, uh...” 

“Let’s just say I know what knights like to hear,” Cathe 
chimed in. 

“So, you lied,” Tate said through his teeth, “You lied to 
Lord Trask’s men.” 

Eirika gave an apologetic smile. “We had to. This is our 
best chance to take back the capital. If Cardarrian’s men come 
here and they don’t find us, they’ll take it out on your town. 
And like I said, you can always give us up when they come.” 

“We're no cowards,” Tate cut in, “But how do I know 
you’re not lying to us too?” 

Cathe held her forehead. “If we were lying to you, why 
would we tell you we lied to your soldiers? Weren’t you just 
saying the knights were pushing you too hard? You can’t be 
that upset about a bit of deception.” 

Eirika eyed Cathe. “Converts are the biggest zealots, I 
guess.” 

“Tnever liked knights,” Cathe mumbled back. 

“Ugh,” Keera said, batting the air, “One of them has been 
following me around the past couple days. I think he wants to 
domesticate me.” 

Cathe caught her eyes, gave her a look. “Maybe I can give 
you some advice.” 

Keera looked at Eirika. “Should I be watching her? Be 
honest.” 

“Yes.” Eirika chuckled. 

The waitress returned with their simple meals and drinks, 
set them down in front of the two without a word. Eirika 
smiled in thanks, and Cathe passed the waitress a handful of 
coins before she left to take care of other work. Eirika took a 
sip of her sweet and tangy juice while Cathe downed a big 
gulp of her golden drink, scrunching her face at the taste and 
plunking it down in front of her. “That'll do.” Shook herself. 
“Tm going to need this.” Keera snorted out a laugh. 

Tate took another swig of his own drink. “You know 
what? They have been pushing us too hard. We’re all hard 
workers, we don’t slack off. But there’s a limit, you know?” 
He saw Keera grinning at him. 
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“He gets more honest as the night goes on,” she told Eirika 
and Cathe. 

“Just don’t you two go telling any more southerners I said 
that.” He pointed at them, harsh, then turned to some of the 
others nearby. “Hey, what do you guys think?” 

Eirika and Cathe spent the rest of the evening sitting in 
that miners’ tavern and arguing with the local workers. Did 
everything in their power to turn them to their side, rile them 
up against Cardarrian, and plant seeds of distrust for their 
own rulers and military while they were at it. The strategy 
they developed, appealing to their sense of town pride and 
the bonds of friendship between them, seemed to work well 
enough. 

Cathe drank her fill but kept her cool. She claimed it gave 
her confidence and nothing more, though as the night went 
on, that claim was put to the test. Eirika kept watch over her 
the whole time. Had a few glasses of juice herself; she liked 
the sweet, tangy flavor quite a bit. By the end of the night, 
Eirika had grown fully comfortable being herself, and even 
Cathe didn’t seem to have too much trouble speaking freely. 
So, they endeared themselves to more than a few people even 
if not everyone was fully on board. 

In the darkness, Eirika carried Cathe back to the tiny 
building they’d been given as the miners wandered back to 
their own homes. Eirika could barely see her way through the 
dark room, and Cathe couldn’t see at all through her drunken 
haze. Still, Eirika managed to find the beds. She laid Cathe 
down, threw some sheets over her, then took another bed for 
herself and passed out. 

In the morning, the late morning, they woke with some 
effort and discomfort. Eirika stumbled out of bed, and Cathe 
groaned from behind her. “Are we done? Are we satisfied? 
Can I just rest?” 

“Nope. I’m never done, and you’re my apprentice now.” 
Eirika was already changing into a fresh signature outfit. 

“Says who?” Cathe was still lying down. 

Eirika laughed, ignored her question. “Do you see why I 
don’t partake?” 
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“Aagh.” Cathe held her head. “It’s worth it.” 

With all her might, Cathe lifted herself up out of bed, 
groaning the whole time. Slowly but surely pulled herself into 
a new set of clothes, a light, loose shirt and pants set, this time 
without a hood. Couldn’t be bothered to pick out anything 
deliberately, anyway. With effort, she managed to steady 
herself well after Eirika had already finished getting ready to 
leave. 

Before long, they were outside and walking steady down 
the road to the south. Or steady enough, in Cathe’s case. They 
could see the miners at work to the north as they left their 
room, but the dirt roads of the town were largely empty even 
in the middle of the day. The few people they occasionally 
passed just shot them quick glances before moving on, better 
than they'd get in most towns. 

It took some time, but they made their way through town 
walking one way, then another, then another down the flat 
and well-maintained dirt roads. At last, they could go no 
further when they arrived at a small marketplace situated in a 
circular open space that constituted a dead end. Each dark 
stone building encircling the area looked to be its own little 
shop, and within the circle were plenty of wooden stalls 
where various goods were put on display. 

They found more people in the marketplace than 
anywhere else they’d passed through, people of all ages. Most 
of the adults gave them only the same sorts of glances they’d 
gotten from people elsewhere. Some didn’t bother. There 
were some kids there too, though, walking at their parents’ 
sides. They looked on the two with either fear or wonder, 
rarely anything in between. Eirika looked out over it all, 
scanning the crowd, scanning for food. Her eyes lit up. 

She marched forward to the closest of the food stands with 
Cathe hobbling after her, eyes still half closed. “You don’t 
happen to have something refreshing for my friend?” Eirika 
pointed back at Cathe. 

The shopkeeper looked over Eirika’s shoulder to spy Cathe 
approaching. “Of course. Do either of you want something to 
eat?” She kept her tone calm as she examined the out of 
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towners. 

Eirika felt her stomach. “Yes, of course. Some of those 
fruits would be great. One for each of us, please. And I'll have 
a drink, too.” 

The shopkeeper nodded, then turned around discreetly to 
find something. Cathe managed to pull out some coins as she 
arrived at Eirika’s side, and she nodded to the polite 
shopkeeper as she exchanged it for a mug of lightly flavored 
water. The shopkeeper got a second mug for Eirika right after, 
then started wrapping up their fruit. 

A middle-aged woman nearby eyed the two with a smirk 
on her face and a crossing of her arms. “Well, I'll be,” she said, 
“My husband wasn’t telling faetales after all.” 

Eirika turned and waved at her. “Hello!” Gave her a warm 
smile. “He was in the miners’ tavern, right?” Cathe took the 
two fruits from the shopkeeper, took a bite out of one. 

“Yeah,” she said, cocking her head, “and you two got him 
all riled up.” 

Eirika grew a worried expression. “I’m sorry. I hope none 
of them end up getting themselves hurt.” 

The woman laughed, relaxed a bit. “Well, aren’t you just a 
big softie? I’m Janelle.” She gave a quick bow, and Eirika 
bowed back. “Is your friend going to be okay? They do go 
pretty hard sometimes.” 

Cathe batted the air as she arrived back at Eirika’s side and 
handed one of the fruits off to her. “I’ll be fine.” She took a 
long gulp of her drink. “What is this stuff, anyway? It works 
wonders.” 

“That'll cost you a lot more coin than one drink,” the 
shopkeeper said from behind, harsher than before. 

“Don’t let us get to you,” Janelle said, “I know we can 
come off a bit mean if you’re not used to it.” 

“Oh, no, not at all,” Eirika said, waving her hands in front 
of her as best she could while still holding onto her food and 
drink. 

“We're used to plenty worse,” Cathe added, “Trust me.” 
She leaned on Eirika’s shoulder to hold herself steady. 

“So, tell me, then,” Janelle said, “Is Cardarrian’s army 
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really marching up to our town?” 

“It was going to happen sometime,” Cathe said without a 
care. 

“Listen,” Eirika chimed in, giving Cathe a concerned look, 
“We don’t know how many he’ll send for us, hopefully just a 
few soldiers. Either way, we’re not going to force you to put 
yourselves in danger.” 

“Yeah,” Janelle said, looking away, “My husband told me 
this morning. Too bad he doesn’t want to keep it peaceful. 
And he’s not the only one either.” 

“You know,” Cathe said, “If it’s anything like it was back 
in the west market, you’ve got more than enough soldiers 
here to handle them. He only sent two knights for us there.” 
She shrugged. “We’re just a couple of women, after all.” Took 
another gulp. 

“Who knows?” Janelle said, raising a hand to her mouth, 
“Tt just makes me worry. I get why you’re doing all this, it’s 
the smart thing to do. But part of me wishes you weren't. I 
mean, why did it have to be here of all places?” 

Eirika looked down for a moment. “To be honest, north 
was the only direction we hadn’t already made allies in. We 
couldn’t afford to risk Cardarrian interfering with the wider 
rebellion. And here, you can more convincingly disavow us if 
you want.” She smiled and took a bite out of her fruit. 

The woman furrowed her brow. “How organized are you 
all down there?” 

Cathe steadied herself, stood up straight, took a bite 
herself. “Let me ask you something. You all help each other 
out here, right? Make sure everything runs smoothly? How 
much do your lord and his men really do for you outside 
wartime? Down south, the common folk realized they could 
fight Cardarrian without any lords on their side so long as 
they all support each other. Trust me, it took me a lot of 
convincing too, but I’ve seen it. It seems to be working.” 

“We'll see,” Janelle said, crossing her arms again, “Sounds 
pretty foreign touched to me, no surprise coming from you 
two. But we’ll see.” 

Eirika grinned, brought a finger to her temple. “You will if 
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you keep paying attention.” She dug hard into her fruit and 
drink. 

Janelle still looked incredulous. “You know, I’ve been 
wondering what that whole Lady Eirika routine was about. 
I’d have said it was none of my business this morning, but if 
you all really do end up taking Cardarrian down, I'll have to 
keep paying attention.” 

“Of course!” Eirika gave a little flair, finishing her fruit and 
standing tall. “I’m here to protect the powerless from the 
powerful, to oppose all decrees from on high, stand up and 
fight for the wellbeing of all, and enable and inspire people to 
take control of their own lives.” She smiled wide. “Regardless 
of who they are. Care to join the cause?” 

“Well, here in this town, we make sure none of us is ever 
helpless,” Janelle said, proud. 

Eirika beamed. “Exactly right!” 

“Hey, why don’t I get some of my friends over here and 
we can figure out how we’re going to deal with what all 
Cardarrian throws at us. We’ll give the miners their orders 
when they get off work.” Janelle gave a hearty laugh and 
raised a fist, then turned around and started looking for 
anyone she knew in the marketplace. 

Soon enough, they had a small group, mostly women, 
gathered right out in the open to talk about how they'd 
handle a group of soldiers descending onto their town, big or 
small. As with the miners, they talked about their personal 
experiences with the soldiers occupying the town who were 
supposedly on their side. Equally, they argued back and forth 
about how they should treat and whether they should trust 
the two strange looking strangers, not to mention their greater 
rebellion. Thankfully, there were no soldiers around to hear 
them. 

Before long, Cathe had fully regained her health and 
strength. The two of them took the time to get some meat and 
another pair of drinks to make sure they stayed strong for the 
rest of the day. Cathe spoke passionately with the whole 
group, but they met her energy word for word. Eirika 
remained her usual kind self, growing more relaxed and 
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natural at it by the second as she grew more familiar with the 
group dynamic. Before long, most of them had come around 
to seeing the two as allies at least. 

“Hush!” one of the women said suddenly, pointing subtly 
past Eirika and Cathe to the entrance of the marketplace. 

Eirika and Cathe turned along with all the others to see a 
Trask soldier walking down the road, far away but getting 
closer. “Break apart,” Cathe said quietly, “Go about your 
business.” 

The locals all obeyed without question as Eirika and Cathe 
sauntered out of the marketplace. Not right at the soldier, but 
to his side. Soon, everything went back to normal, and Eirika 
could see well enough to confirm that the man hadn’t been 
paying enough attention to their formation to spot anything 
suspicious. Instead, he was directing his attention toward 
anyone he could find in his vicinity. As he strode closer to the 
marketplace and they wandered closer to him, Eirika listened 
as best she could until at last, she could make out what he 
was saying. What he was repeating. 

“T repeat, take your women and children safely indoors. 
Follow any orders issued by a man in the service of Lord 
Trask. There is a hostile force approaching from the south.” 
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38 
THE MAN HIMSELF 


Eirika and Cathe rode south as fast as they could down the 
central road of the mining town. For the first time, Eirika sat 
at the front covered by her cloak while Cathe ducked low 
behind her. Their kat bounded forward with little to slow it 
down. With the locals evacuating the larger roads, taking 
shelter indoors, their path kept straight and clear. Eirika 
peered out as far as she could. 

The moment they’d heard the announcement, they’d run 
back to their little sleeping chambers next to the mining pit 
and military base. When they’d arrived, most of the soldiers 
in the camp had been moving to round up the miners and 
send them into hiding. A few more soldiers had marched 
straight off to the south to meet Cardarrian’s forces head on, a 
few knights passing them as they’d arrived to enter their 
room. Snatching up their saddle bags, Eirika had thrown her 
cloak back over herself and reattached her sheathed sword 
before spinning around and sprinting back out. 

Cathe had run right into the center of the military base as 
the remaining soldiers had been gathering their weapons and 
kats to join the resistance. She’d shouted at everyone she’d 
passed, demanding to know where they’d penned her kat, 
demanding he be brought to her. Eirika had barely kept up. 
Thankfully, Cathe had found him quickly enough before any 
of the men could’ve hurt themselves in the process of trying 
to drag the two away. Soon, they’d broken right out of what 
remained of the camp, the kat carrying them and their bags 
with ease. 

Nearing the south end of town, they finally spotted where 
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Trask’s little army had gathered just behind the bridge. 
They’d gathered in a square formation that filled the road, the 
knights at the front sitting on their kats. Most of the rest of the 
men remained on foot, a meager display in all. Still, more and 
more men arrived at the formation every second. Eirika 
scanned the group and tried to get a glimpse beyond as she 
brought them as close as she could get away with. Then a 
shock flashed through her eyes, and she turned the kat into a 
smaller side road to press them up against the wall. 

Craning her neck around the corner, she narrowed her 
eyes as she peered beyond the bridge once again. With horror, 
her eyes widened, her fists tightened around the reins. Far 
south across the plain, riding toward the town on large kats of 
all shapes and colors, a massive army stretched across the 
whole of her vision, flying enormous Cardarrian flags. From 
her vantage point, she couldn’t even see its rear. 

She shrunk back, turned to Cathe. “We can’t let the locals 
go up against that.” 

Cathe leaned around Eirika, growled as she pulled back. 
“Why send so many men for just the two of us? Why do I 
matter so much to him?” She seethed a moment, then looked 
Eirika in the eye. “If we give up now, the rebels won't be able 
to take the capital before the army returns, and even if they 
did manage it, they could never build their defenses in time. 
This army will trample them just as quick as it’ll trample this 
place.” 

“T won't let this town be massacred, Cathe,” Eirika said, 
stern. 

“Yeah.” Cathe clenched her own fist alongside Eirika’s, 
distracted by her own anger. “Yeah, you're right. I know. It 
wasn’t supposed to be this big. Just enough to give the rebels 
an advantage, enough for us to handle.” She glanced around 
the corner again, pursed her lips in thought. “There’s a lot of 
empty plain between here and the capital. That suit you 
better?” 

Eirika nodded, still worried. “It’s our best shot.” 

The next thing Eirika saw was the posse of locals who'd 
gathered on the main road while she and Cathe had been 
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talking. A scattered group big enough to cause trouble, it 
comprised itself of some they’d met at the miners’ tavern, 
some from the marketplace, and some they'd not seen before. 
No soldiers left behind to deter them; they were free to form 
their well-intentioned mob. Some of them looked simply 
curious, curious and scared. Others, though, looked angry 
enough to fight. 

Eirika and Cathe hopped from their kat and walked out 
onto the main road, both with their hoods up and both 
making sure to keep the kat between them and the soldiers to 
the south. Walking to the center of the road in front of the 
group, Eirika waved her arms as best she could to get their 
attention. “Please, everyone, return to your homes. Protect 
yourselves. Let us and the soldiers handle this.” 

“What?” someone shouted from the back, “And be a 
doormat for that tyrant?” 

“And be alive!” Cathe shouted back. 

“ld lay down my life to take out just one Cardarrian 
scoundrel,” another man said, “I could say the same for all of 
us.” 

“Don’t endanger yourselves on our behalf,” Eirika said, 
looking desperate, “Remember, that army is only here 
because of the two of us. It doesn’t need to be your fight. We 
can make sure they don’t come back. We can beat them 
without sacrifice.” She tried to look confident about that. 

Some of the women they’d met in the marketplace moved 
to confront the angriest of the men. “We all know how brave 
you are,” Eirika heard one say, “No one’s questioning that.” 

They were only a small fraction of the group, but 
thankfully, with their calm reasoning those more levelheaded 
townspeople succeeded in coaxing the angriest among them 
to cool off. After a just few more moments of arguing back 
and forth, the crowd backed down, and bit by bit, they all 
went their separate ways. 

Eirika breathed a sigh of relief, but she tensed up again 
when she turned to see just how close Cardarrian’s army had 
come to the bridge during the time they’d been distracted. As 
quick as they could, they rushed across to the building on the 


506 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


opposite side of the road and stuck to the wall. Then, slowly, 
they crept forward until they came up behind the last of 
Trask’s soldiers right as the front of Cardarrian’s army 
reached the bridge. 

The foremost of Cardarrian’s knights rode forward onto 
the bridge, spoke loud enough for even Eirika to hear from 
the back of Trask’s unsettled troops. “His majesty King 
Calven Cardarrian has received word from a reliable source 
that two dangerous fugitives have taken shelter in this town.” 

The knight clearly intended for every one of Trask’s men 
to hear him. “Your king’s orders are to bring the fugitives to 
us if you are aware of their presence so that we may take 
them into our custody. If you are not aware of them, you are 
to step aside in deference so that we may search the whole of 
your town until we find them ourselves. If we discover that 
you have been hiding the fugitives from us, we will show you 
no mercy.” All of Trask’s soldiers stood still and silent, 
though Eirika could see the fear they were trying to hide in 
the closest of them. The Trask knight riding at the front held 
his position at his end of the bridge. 

Immediately, Eirika pulled herself back up onto the kat, 
and Cathe reluctantly followed behind her. “Move!” she 
commanded the men in front of her. Too fixated on 
Cardarrian’s army to have noticed the two until now, the 
startled soldiers jumped and turned around just as their kat 
shoved his way between them. 

Some of the men went so far as to draw their swords as the 
kat passed them by, but none were quick enough to act on 
their violent instinct. The kat and riders barreled through 
them, brushing some, knocking some aside. It didn’t take long 
for them to get far enough in, close enough to the bridge, for 
Cardarrian’s knight to see the disturbance. 

“What claim do you have...” Eirika heard Trask’s knight 
start to ask, but he heard them approach and turned at the 
last second to see them ride past him and face the opposing 
knight. 

Cardarrian’s knight didn’t budge as Eirika stared out of 
her hood and into his visor. “Do you wish to protect this 
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town? Are you more willing to cooperate than they are, or do 
you intend us to raze this place?” 

Coming to a halt at the center of the bridge, they once 
more fell from the side of their kat and stood up tall. Standing 
side by side, they both lowered their hoods. “There’s no need 
for you to touch this town,” Eirika said, “We'll save you the 
trouble.” 

The knight behind them blustered, trying to keep an air of 
courage. “What are you two doing?” he said just loud enough 
for Eirika to hear him. 

“Saving your life,” she whispered back to him. 

Cathe didn’t let him get another word in. “Leave here in 
peace,” she said to Cardarrian’s knight, “Take Eirika with me 
unharmed, and I'll come willingly. Hurt a hair on her head, 
and you'll never have me no matter how many towns you 
raze.” Eirika tried her best not to smile. 

The knight kept still for a moment, taking in Cathe’s 
surrender. Then he pulled his kat around and rode back to the 
rest of his army. Eirika and Cathe stood stiff by their kat, 
watching him ride away as the man behind them retreated to 
his own humbled forces. As Cardarrian’s knight passed 
through his army’s front line, he stopped to exchange a few 
words with someone else. Someone in simple, ordinary 
soldier’s armor. 

Cathe’s breath caught as she took in the man’s frame. Her 
body tensed. Eirika looked at her, confused, then took another 
look at the seemingly normal soldier. Her eyes widened. The 
man nodded, and three soldiers at the front of the army rode 
out from the rest. Cathe’s frozen trance only broke when one 
of them came up on her side and fell from his kat, steel 
shackles in hand. 

Another of the men took Eirika’s cloak. Then their 
weapons were confiscated, and their hands were shackled 
behind their backs. The third man took the reins of their kat, 
who walked as calmly toward the army as Eirika and Cathe 
themselves. He seemed to be able to tell Cathe didn’t want 
any trouble. 

As they passed through the front ranks, Cathe could no 
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longer find that man the knight had spoken with. So instead, 
she watched as her kat faded further and further behind those 
of the enemy. Their handlers lifted her and Eirika onto 
separate kats behind regular soldiers where their legs were 
then chained to the sides of the saddles. Then, with one curt 
order from the knight, all the kats across the whole army 
turned in a wave of motion to carry their soldiers back south 
from whence they’d come. 

While all the soldiers wore Cardarrian red, Eirika now 
noticed that some wore armor in the style of Tenar troops, 
and some even in other armor she didn’t recognize. Possibly 
Mander’s. That would explain how Cardarrian could afford 
such a grand force riding north. Taking the time to examine 
the soldiers, neither of the two looked back for a second at the 
town they were leaving behind. The army was leaving, and 
that was all that mattered. They sat straight and tall, as tall as 
they could with the kats moving beneath them and no way to 
hold on. Rode on south at a good, steady pace. 

There were always a few riders between them, riders who 
all made sure to keep a close eye on them. But they were 
never so far apart that they couldn’t find each other when 
they took a moment to glance across the way. Still, they put 
on as dignified an air as they could and neglected to cause 
any trouble. 

For hours, they rode in silence. No disturbance, no change. 
The sky was still as white as it’d been the day before, the 
night before that, and what they could see of the grassy plain 
looked like it’d go on forever. No sign of the man the knight 
had spoken to, though they couldn’t afford to look far. So, the 
whole time, Eirika did her best to relax and remain calm, 
while Cathe kept herself purposefully tense, staring out 
ahead. 

After a time that they had no way of measuring, the sky 
began to darken. The procession slowed, then ground itself to 
a full halt. The men around them broke formation, climbed 
down from their kats. For a while, Eirika and Cathe were left 
sitting on top of theirs, chained in place, before a small group 
of soldiers came for them out of the scattering ranks, 
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forcefully unchained them, and pulled them down. 

They didn’t protest as their assigned handlers shoved 
them around other soldiers who'd started unpacking to build 
quick little shelters for the night. Shoved them all the way 
through the army until they reached the western edge, 
reached a few thin trees that a few other soldiers had already 
sat down against. 

Their handlers pulled the other soldiers up out of their 
resting spot, and without complaint, the loiterers hopped to 
attention and marched off to find someplace else to sleep. All 
other nearby soldiers were also made to leave, and the two 
women were shoved backs first against a pair of trees 
standing side by side. Shoved down to sitting positions, then 
chained to the trees by the waist. 

Eirika looked across at Cathe, watching her with curiosity 
as she just stared out at the army, eyes narrowed. Before long, 
a group of soldiers arrived with a tarp and simple supports to 
set up a shelter around the front of the trees, over their heads. 
It wasn’t much by the time they finished; the back of the 
shelter behind them still only had trees to block out any wind. 
But it was tall enough for two soldiers to stand upright inside 
the entrance, watching over them with swords at the ready. 
So, they continued to sit in silence, Eirika managing to relax 
better than she had on the kat. Cathe didn’t bother trying. 

A minute or two passed, or maybe more, before the little 
shelter’s front flap curled open and a third man ducked inside, 
a man wearing the same full armor that the other two wore. A 
man whose frame Cathe recognized at once. She glared at him 
unrelentingly, unapologetically. As he removed his helmet, 
Cardarrian stared right back at her. 

“Leave us,” he said, still looking at Cathe. Without a word, 
the two soldiers ducked out of the shelter. Cardarrian sighed. 
“What was the point of all this, Catherine?” 

“T could ask you the same thing,” Cathe said, “You 
brought an awfully big army to pick up a petulant child.” 
Over the next couple seconds her expression shifted almost 
imperceptibly from anger to dread as Eirika watched with 
concern. 
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Cardarrian walked up to her and backhanded her cheek 
with a steel gauntlet. “I asked you a question, and you'll 
answer it.” 

“Keep your hands off her!” Eirika demanded, leaning 
against her chains. 

Cardarrian didn’t even glance at her. “You ought to tell 
her to be careful. I’ve learned to aim for the neck with this 
one.” 

“Like I said, lay a finger on her and you'll never have me 
back,” Cathe practically spat from behind her bruised cheek. 

Cardarrian held his forehead, almost laughed to himself. 
“Ts that really what this was all about? One of your pets? Do 
you expect me to let you keep her when she’s caused us this 
much trouble?” 

Eirika laughed hard. “Try and get rid of me, then. I 
promise you won't be as lucky as you were last time.” 

“Do you see?” He gestured at Eirika, still looking at Cathe. 
“She proves my point with every moment she wastes the air 
around her. No, daughter, we’ll execute this pest in the heart 
of the capital, a symbol of everything that your rule will 
protect our kingdom, our people, from. Weakness, 
degeneracy, foreign influence.” 

“Ym a degenerate foreigner!” Cathe shouted. 

“You are a queen,” Cardarrian shot back, “I would have 
you be the strongest queen this kingdom has ever known. 
What foolishness to throw that all away for a mere fancy.” 

For the first time, Cathe broke his gaze, turning away from 
both him and Eirika. Shaking with a kind of hesitant fear. 
“Why?” It barely came out, like she had to force herself to ask. 
“Why can’t you just give the kingdom to some knight or 
advisor when you die? Tell me the truth. Why does it have to 
be me?” 

Cardarrian took a slow breath, relaxed even, to Eirika’s 
shock. “I’d wondered if you saw it. Though I suppose even if 
you had, you wouldn’t understand, would you? I’d 
wondered if that was why you fled.” 

Cathe’s whole body locked up, her teeth clenched as she 
turned back to stare wide-eyed at Cardarrian. “No. All this 
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time...” Eirika watched her in wonder. 

“You're coming into your full potential, Catherine, after all 
these years.” He smiled, almost proud, then turned to Eirika 
for the first time. “You might find this interesting, foreign spy. 
You're going to die soon anyway.” Gave her a smug grin 
before turning back to Cathe. 

“Why do you think I took you?” he asked, “In that shadow 
town all those years ago. Do you think I’d never seen a 
starving child before?” Cathe breathed hard but couldn’t peel 
her eyes away from him. “When I laid eyes on that green 
skinned woman, I knew the safety of our kingdom’s isolation 
wouldn’t last forever. But if she were all I’d seen, I’d have 
captured her, interrogated her.” 

He stepped toward Cathe. “No, I saw you. I saw you in all 
your glory as you cried in her arms. There’s no adequate way 
to describe what it looks like when you show your true colors, 
but I saw them that day. You were a weapon of foreign 
conquest.” 

Eirika shook. “She’s a person, you heartless coward!” 

“That’s the point!” Cardarrian said triumphantly, 
“Whatever you were when that woman stole you from her 
rulers, when she fled across the mountains, you can be a ruler 
yourself. A ruler who can protect this kingdom from foreign 
threats better than any other. I saw that then, though try as I 
might, I never saw it again until the night you fled.” He shook 
his head. “What bittersweet irony.” 

“Did you kill her?” Cathe asked in a cold, reasoned tone, 
“That woman, did you kill her when you took me? And did 
you kill your wife when she learned your intentions?” 

Cardarrian laughed. “Don’t be overdramatic. If the foreign 
woman had lived, I’d have taken her as a servant and 
questioned her further. And Lady Elane was in full agreement 
until she got sick. That’s why I liked her above all the other 
nobles. She understood.” 

“This weapon in me.” Cathe seemed to be acting almost 
friendly now, almost relieved. “That’s why you pushed me so 
hard. That’s why you did everything you’ve done to me.” 
Eirika watched her as she spoke, struck silent in terror. 
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“Yes. Exactly.” He smiled. “And it’s finally starting to pay 
off. Don’t you see?” 

Cathe smiled back, relaxing into the tree behind her. “I 
understand now. Thank you.” 

“Good.” He straightened himself and nodded. “I apologize. 
Perhaps if I’d told you sooner, we could’ve avoided all this. 
We'll speak again when we reach the capital.” He started to 
turn away, but he stopped for a moment when he spotted 
Eirika. “You've failed. Just as your kind will always fail.” 
Then he completed his turn and ducked out of the shelter. 

Eirika turned back to Cathe as the two soldiers who'd been 
guarding them before reentered. “What’s going on, Cathe? 
Please tell me what you're thinking.” She didn’t even react to 
their guards. 

Cathe laughed, then sighed. “I’d hug you right now if I 
could. You really did me a favor.” Her smile faded. “How 
could I have ever thought he cared about me? How could I 
have ever thought he was safe? I let him hurt me, and I’d 
have kept on letting him do it if you hadn’t come along. I’d 
have been exactly what he wanted me to be.” 

“It’s not your fault,” Eirika said with an understanding 
smile, “When that’s all you’re taught, you can’t expect to 
learn anything else.” 

“Quiet, you two!” 
myself think.” 

Cathe turned, glared at the man. “Your thoughts aren’t 
worth the brainpower, little man.” Her voice took on that 
second, lower aspect, and the soldiers both flinched at once. 
“Like I said, I understand now. That fool tyrant doesn’t 
understand a thing, but I do.” 

The soldiers trembled but still managed to draw their 
swords. “I said quiet.” He didn’t sound as confident as before. 

“See, I figured we’d wait a bit longer, do this in the 
morning,” Eirika asked with an amused smile, “But if you 
don’t have the patience...” Cathe’s only response was to start 
shimmering, igniting the air around her into spiraling 
rainbows. 

“Backup! We need help! Anyone!” The soldiers stepped 


one of the soldiers said, “I can’t hear 
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forward, hesitant. 

“Can you do me one favor?” Eirika asked, and Cathe 
turned to her. “Don’t hurt them too bad?” Cathe gave a big 
toothy grin and nodded. “Alright then.” Eirika smiled back, 
her familiar cheery smile. “Sounds like a party.” 
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39 
END THIS 


Eirika watched in awe as that spatial blurring, 
multicolored glow grew to engulf Cathe’s chains, her shackles. 
Left the grass, the tree, her clothes visible and intact within it 
but blurred her bonds until they were painful to look at. Next 
Eirika saw, they’d become one with the air itself. “Way to go!” 
she exclaimed, heart pounding, “And here I thought I’d have 
to break you out myself.” 

Cathe tucked her feet up under her rear, braced herself 
against the tree, burst out like a cannonball. Right at the two 
guards. They jumped back, not quick enough. Her hands 
wrapped around their heads and crushed them against each 
other hard enough to dent their helmets. As they wobbled 
and threatened to fall, she pressed against their chests and 
knocked them away to the opposite ends of the little shelter, 
down on their backs. Then she ducked between the flaps and 
vanished. 

“Uh, Cathe?” Eirika chuckled to herself. 

Tugging against her shackles, it took a few tries to break 
the thin steel chain between them. She wrestled with the 
heavier chain around her body, lurched forward, and the 
whole tree shifted. Glancing back, she could see where she’d 
loosened the roots from the ground. She smiled, shrugged, 
lurched forward again, and the whole tree came toppling 
down, taking the shelter down with it to cover her and the 
two struggling guards. 

Finally contorting her body enough to slip out of her 
chains, she crawled beneath the tarp, slapping it aside as she 
went. Slapped a steel plate. Reaching down to its side, she 


515 


The Kingdom and Lady Eirika 


found the guard’s sword and picked it up, then slashed 
through the tarp above her to step back out. Both guards kept 
struggling as they lay in their spots beneath it. “Do yourselves 
a favor, you two. Stay down.” They stopped struggling. 

Stumbling to her feet, she looked out to find the whole 
camp in disarray. Soldiers all about, half-armored, struggled 
to bring themselves to some state of readiness. A few gripped 
their swords tighter than they’d ever gripped them before; 
others desperately searched for theirs. Only the closest were 
facing her, one knight and a group of ordinary soldiers. The 
rest looked away, watching or chasing Cathe’s glowing 
silhouette as she glided between them and vanished behind a 
shelter far ahead. The sky was only gray, but no amount of 
darkness could’ve hidden her path. So shocked were they all 
by this new monster, most hadn’t even heard the tree and 
shelter falling behind them. 

Still, the few nearby were more than Eirika had the 
patience for. “You all might want to sit this one out.” 

She leapt over the tree and her limp guard, cutting 
between two soldiers as the one to her left swung his sword. 
It shot around at waist level, right in her path, but she pulled 
up her own stolen sword just in time to block. It locked with 
the soldier’s in a way that wouldn’t have been possible with 
her pink blade, but that didn’t catch her off guard. She shoved 
the swords forward and down, then curled to the left, 
slamming her body into the man’s steel chest. He fell 
backward to the ground. 

On instinct, she spun just in time to spot another sword 
jabbing at her, hopped back and away, fell into a tight 
three-point crouch. With her sword hand on the ground and 
her other arm back, she sprang out hard, lunged at the knight, 
thrust the blade forward. He flinched, stumbled, and as he 
stepped to the side, she flicked the sword to brush its tip 
against the center of his chest. Scratched a slash mark across 
his rose crest. Landing, she followed through on her 
momentum to twist herself then untwist back and fling out 
her arm, batting the soldier’s head with the blunt of her 
sword. He, too, fell in a heap. 
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Straightening her stance and her outfit, she found herself 
surrounded by soldiers. Couldn’t even see Cathe anymore. 
“What did I just tell you?” She grunted in frustration. Leapt to 
the side of the closest man’s sword as it came for her, ducked 
beneath another man’s swing, sprung into a third the moment 
she could move again, shoved him down with her full flying 
body, leapt off his falling chest right out into the army. 

A moment later, she was sprinting with all her strength in 
the direction she’d last seen Cathe, spinning around sword 
swings and plowing through any man who dared get in her 
way. Even zigzagging around the kats, the supplies, the little 
shelters the men had built, she moved so fast that none of 
them could follow for more than a few seconds. Seeing the 
way that she moved, most didn’t bother trying. 

At last, she found her distant glowing companion once 
again, stepping through the camp at a leisurely pace as she 
approached a section swarming with soldiers. Eirika slowed, 
chuckled when she saw the men tremble and back away from 
Cathe’s presence. One man built up the courage to attack, but 
his weapon melted on her shoulder without much more than 
a flinch and a scratch. He dropped the remains and fled. 

Eirika smiled as she picked up her pace, but it turned to a 
scowl when those who’d been too scared to confront Cathe 
turned to face her instead. Bolting right at them, she smacked 
aside two opposing swords with one swing of her own to 
pass through the first of three rows. Cathe wasn’t far now, 
close enough to glance over her shoulder at Eirika before 
turning back and marching on. Marching toward the tent at 
the center of the cluster. The cluster of guards at the center of 
the whole army. 

“Out of my way!” Eirika shouted as she charged right into 
the foremost of the next group, barely dodging his sword. She 
bounced off him, spun around, and stumbled into another 
man back first. In one movement, she elbowed him in the gut 
and kicked the man across from him to knock them both 
away. Then, righting herself, she ran right into Cathe’s back 
as they both reached the central tent. 

Cathe turned on her, eyes burning both with anger and 
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with that shimmering glow. Settling on her, they went wide, 
and the burning, blurred air softened, vanished. Her anger 
turned cold. “This is it, Eirika.” She smirked. “They’II all get 
to watch.” 

The tent flap opened behind her, and she spun back 
around to grab the emerging guard by the neck. He shouted 
in panic as light from her hand phased through the bottom of 
his helmet. Her grip tightened, clutching his throat directly. 
With the man too shocked to resist, she dragged him around 
to the side and pushed him into two of the soldiers who’d 
closed in to surround the two at the tent. The next man who 
emerged from the tent Eirika grabbed by his sword arm and 
threw him in the opposite direction, bowling down a few 
more in the process. 

As Cathe entered the tent, Eirika stood facing an army too 
afraid to attack but too dutiful to back down. She heard a 
noise from inside. “What is this, Catherine? What are you 
doing?” A deep voice. Seconds later, Cathe reemerged 
dragging a half-armored Cardarrian in front of her and 
holding a sword to his throat. 

She stepped to Eirika’s side, using Cardarrian as a shield. 
“Name me!” she shouted for everyone to hear, “Name me to 
all of them!” 

“It’s not yet ti-aagh!” Cardarrian roared in pain as Cathe 
flared back up, burning into his back. She tossed the sword 
behind her and replaced it at his throat with a shimmering 
hand. He groaned through his teeth. “Catherine Cardarrian.” 

Upon hearing the name, a few of the soldiers looked at one 
another, but none of them lowered their swords. “Is that how 
you address me? Does a nobleman care so little for formality? 
For respect?” 

Cardarrian slumped, let out another low groan. “Queen 
Catherine Cardarrian.” The words barely creaked out. “Why? 
Why are you doing this?” 

Cathe burst out laughing. The soldiers tightened their 
stances, and Eirika whipped her sword back and forth to 
make sure none of them tried anything. “I never cared about 
this kingdom,” Cathe said in two tones, “Not its people, not 
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its laws, not its structures. You only ever convinced me you’d 
keep them in check. That’s why I stuck by you all these years. 
I had nothing better than you.” 

She took a slow breath, smiled. “Well, now I do.” Looked 
out over the sea of soldiers, near and far. All of them 
watching her, listening. She spoke to all of them. “In just the 
past few days, I’ve met people who deserve this place more 
than either of us. More than any of you. Maybe they’ll show 
you all how to be better like how Eirika showed me, or maybe 
they'll just keep you in check. Honestly, I don’t really care.” 

She leaned in close to Cardarrian’s ear, lowered her voice. 
“You brought an awfully big army out here to pick me up, 
but I suppose I’m an awfully valuable tool. Wouldn’t want to 
take any risk, spare any expense, on a claim coming from 
such a reliable source. Not a bad move, except...” Chuckled 
to herself. “You seem to have forgotten I know the names of 
all your most reliable sources. Well, now everyone else on this 
little scrap of land knows too.” 

Cardarrian gained a sudden boost of energy. “What did 
you do?” he demanded, pulling against her. 

“It’s all over now.” Cathe glowed brighter. “All our plans, 
everything we set into motion, all for nothing. Just like you 
will be.” 

Cardarrian screamed, convulsing in all directions as the 
skin of his neck started to blur. Cathe held on tight. “Cathe!” 
Eirika shouted, turning her head just long enough for one of 
the soldiers to get brave. Pulling her sword up to meet his 
falling blade, she pressed them up and, in an arc, back down 
to the ground. With her free hand, she punched him right in 
the helmeted face. “You’re not helping!” The rest of the 
soldiers stayed back. 

She looked back, saw Cardarrian weakening in Cathe’s 
arms. Cathe just glared out at nothing, tears welling up in her 
eyes, and Eirika stepped toward her. “Is there no other 
choice? Do you have to kill him?” 

“No, but I really, really want to.” Her voice broke as 
Cardarrian started coughing, gasping for air. 

“Take a second to think about it,” Eirika said in a soothing 
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tone, “Please, Cathe. I know exactly what you're feeling right 
now. My brother will never have a chance to redeem himself, 
but this man could.” 

Cathe’s voice came out quiet. “Tell me the truth. Do you 
really care that the Green Cavalier won’t get that chance?” 

Eirika bit her lips, looked down. Shook her head. “It’s your 
choice.” 

Cathe seethed. Her breathing steadied, but the tears 
wouldn’t stop. She let out a sharp exhale. “Death isn’t a good 
enough punishment.” The shimmer around her hand 
vanished, and Cardarrian’s neck faded back in, only a round 
scar to mark her attack. Cardarrian breathed slow, silent. 
He’d fainted, but he was still alive. 

Eirika gave Cathe a warm smile, then turned back to the 
unnerved soldiers surrounding them. “Alright!” she said to 
everyone, “Bring us our kat. The one you took from us, not 
any other one. We’ll know him on sight. Bring me my sword 
and my cloak, and bring Cathe a knife and a bow with all the 
fixings.” She brought a hand to her chin, saw the broken 
shackle around her wrist. “And get these things off me, and I 
want shackles and chains for the hostage.” 

She stood there, both hands up. None of them budged, and 
she sighed. “Do none of you get it? You’ve lost! You’re losing 
the capital as we speak. Attack us again, and you'll lose 
Cardarrian too. Do I really have to knock sense into all of 
you? You’re wasting our time.” She gestured back at Cathe. 
“Your queen or whatever commands you!” 

The men closest to her shuffled about, and then one by one, 
they stepped away. A few walked off in one direction while 
the rest simply lowered their weapons and stepped aside. 
Walked away defeated. Eirika and Cathe waited, still and stiff, 
Eirika holding her sword at the ready while Cathe held up 
Cardarrian’s heavy, limp body. With effort, Cathe managed to 
remove what pieces of armor he was still wearing, letting 
them fall to the ground around her, and her burden was lifted 
somewhat. He didn’t look quite so regal in his underclothes. 

After minutes of waiting with the sky darkening and night 
settling in, the first group of soldiers returned carrying the 
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weapons and Eirika’s cloak. Cardarrian had woken, but he 
didn’t dare speak, standing stiff and firm with Cathe’s hand 
to his throat. Trying his best to look dignified but lacking real 
confidence. 

Eirika took her belongings, latching her sheath to her belt 
and drawing her pink sword to replace the stolen one. 
Dropping the old sword, she threw her cloak over her back, 
then took the time to sling Cathe’s bow and quiver around 
her shoulder. Cathe took the knife, replacing her threatening 
hand and making sure Cardarrian felt the sharp edge on his 
throat. 

Soon after, another pair of soldiers returned with their kat. 
Cathe recognized him immediately and nodded her approval. 
With the shackles the men brought along with him, Cathe 
bound Cardarrian’s hands, and with the key they’d brought 
too, Eirika dropped her own broken shackles to the ground. 
Then she and Cathe hoisted their hostage onto the kat and 
chained his legs to the saddle in the same way their own legs 
had been chained not so long before. Eirika hopped up in 
front of him and took the reins while Cathe sat in the rear, 
holding him rough and firm in place. 

One last time, Eirika peered out through the darkness over 
all the defeated, downtrodden soldiers. Gave them a 
sympathetic smile. “Go home to your families if you have 
them. Or go where you will. Either way, go in peace. Support 
each other peacefully. If people hold grudges, let them. Make 
amends. Your new communities will give you what you need 
to make positive contributions to society. You'll see.” 

With that, she kicked the kat into motion, and they rode off 
south through the army camp. Many of the men watched as 
they rode past, helmets off. Some in fear, some in awe, some 
in anger. None tried to stop them. Though it took them a few 
minutes of winding back and forth around the haphazard 
layout of shelters and supplies, past former soldiers helping 
each other settle in for the night, eventually they made it all 
the way to the southern edge of the camp and broke free. 

Broke out onto the open plain, sped up their pace until the 
kat was running at top speed straight to the south. Straight 
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toward the capital. It seemed like he’d been fed, at least. 
Eirika pressed through her own mild hunger and fatigue, 
keeping them moving to reach their destination as soon as 
possible. With the prisoner pressed against her back, she 
could tell Cathe was keeping alert and focused as well. 

His voice came out meek through a thin veil of indignation. 
“Where are you taking me?” Neither of the women replied or 
otherwise acknowledged his objection. “You’re making a 
mistake, Catherine. Can’t you see the foreign interference at 
work in all this? We can still fix this.” Cathe just laughed 
softly. “Chaos will overrun the kingdom, and you laugh?” 

“Chaos is better than you,” Eirika said, “and we’ll be even 
better than that. You'll see.” 

Cathe pressed a finger against his neck and sent a slight 
tingle into him. “Until then, you can keep your mouth shut.” 

Hours passed, hours of cold, dark silence. The night 
pressed on with them, no sign of the moon through the 
clouds to tell them how much time had gone by. At some 
point the grass shortened, turned back to reds and yellows. 
They could only tell by the softening of the crunch beneath 
the kat’s feet. Hills started popping up here and there. On 
occasion, a patch of trees would appear right in front of them, 
and Eirika would have to swerve the kat to the side. They 
could only see so well through the darkness. But none of it 
deterred them for a second. 

Then she saw it on the horizon behind a hill. The faint dark 
silver of the palace rising to the sky. Even in the dead of night 
and even so far away, it stood out from the rest of the world. 
It gave Eirika the strength and resolve to press even harder. 
Climbing over hills and swerving around trees, she at last 
brought them to a peak from where she could see the old 
Tenar military base at bottom of its slope. 

Rode fast down toward that tall wooden wall, its closed 
gate drawing closer and closer. She braced herself. Brought 
the kat skidding to a halt right as they reached the gate, then 
pulled her feet onto its shoulders and leapt. Leapt straight up, 
grabbing onto the edge of the little tower platform to the side 
of the gate with her fingertips. Even with just the tips, she 
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thrust herself up and ran across, falling down the ladder to 
the dirt ground on the other side. Grabbing the gate’s rope, 
she pulled hard, hard enough to raise the door above Cathe’s 
head. Quickly, Cathe directed the kat through, and Eirika let 
the gate fall with a loud thud before hopping back onto her 
front seat with the kat still in motion. Ignoring Cardarrian’s 
discomfort. 

The whole base was empty. Its wood buildings, tents, 
structures stood immaculate but barren. The moment Eirika 
took the reins and scanned the abandoned grounds, the sky 
turned orange as the sun rose behind the wall to their left. 
They hadn't even noticed the clouds dissipating. Everything 
was quiet, still, no life but them, no people or kats. As they 
made their way through pathways, around buildings, and 
found the enormous stone wall surrounding the palace, she 
started to hear a sound through the silence. Faint, distant, but 
there. 

She sped up their pace to reach the palace wall and pass 
through the already opened gate. No one in sight to the left or 
right, but the faint sound was still there. Far off ahead. 
Hugging the silvery palace structure, they rode west in a 
wide arc through the northern courtyard and then around the 
northwestern corner. Over flower gardens, across pebbled 
walking paths, between carefully planted trees, it took a few 
minutes to ride all the way south, but in time, Eirika 
recognized the open area she and Cathe had been through 
before when they’d snuck inside. The noise was loud enough 
now to discern shouting, clanging. Almost there. 

Around the southwestern corner and across the open grass, 
they finally saw the source of the noise. A battle had broken 
out at the front of the palace or else had moved north from 
the city, in that same large courtyard where Eirika had spied 
on a gathering of nobles. Many of whom had been killed 
since; more would be killed now. Weapons clashed, clanged 
against armor, cut through flesh as they approached. The 
Cardarrian watch was almost as haphazardly armored and 
uniformed as the rebels, having been caught off guard in the 
night. As easily cut down as well. Eirika shook. The screams 
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drowning the early morning were unbearable. 

Cardarrian jerked against his captors. “What is this—” 

“Stop!” Eirika shouted at the top of her lungs as they rode 
into the fight, “Cardarrian forces, drop your weapons and 
surrender. We’ve taken your king. It’s over!” 

“Keep fighting! Defend your ki—” Cathe’s fist hit the side 
of his head hard, knocking him cold once again. 

“Should’ve gagged him.” 

She held him up, limp, shoved his head out for everyone 
to see as they rode to the center of the battle. Some of the 
watchmen turned to look, but before they could so much as 
make out who they were looking at, the nearby rebels 
grabbed them, disarmed them, shoved them down to their 
knees. Other watchmen weren’t distracted, though, wouldn’t 
be taken down so quick. But even for them, it wasn’t long 
before they were forced to get a clear look at their bound 
leader. One by one, they lost their confidence. They lost their 
battles. Cardarrian’s unconscious form sapped the will out of 
them. None had heard his broken call. Some may have 
thought he was dead. 

Bodies littered the grass where the battle had raged. As 
many rebels as watchmen had fallen still. Blood colored the 
yellow and orange grasses the same as the red. Eirika scanned 
the quieting scene, looked for anything recognizable. Didn’t 
find anyone she knew among the insurgents. After a few 
more seconds of looking, though, she did spot a familiar 
frame on the ground. 

At the southeastern side of the courtyard, a large body lay 
still. Pulling the kat around to dash over to it, her breath 
stopped when she found what remained of Jones laying face 
up with a gaping wound through his gut. His face still wore 
his final look of shock and fear. Six dead watchmen 
surrounded him covered in all kinds of sword wounds, he 
himself still holding the bloody sword he must've used to kill 
at least some of them. Grief and fury covered Eirika’s face in 
equal measure. 

“Ym sorry, Eirika,” Cathe said, quiet, “There was always 
going to be more death.” Eirika closed her eyes, clenched her 
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teeth. Then Cathe’s body twisted when an arrow struck her 
upper arm, pierced all the way through and into the back of 
her ribcage. “Aargh!” she roared, shimmered for only a 
moment. It was enough for the arrow to crumble, though, 
splinters and fletching falling to the ground. Wrapping her 
bleeding arm back around Cardarrian, she forcibly willed it to 
function. “To your right!” 

Enraged, Eirika turned the kat around, kicked him into a 
run. The lone watchman who'd emerged from the tunnel had 
dropped his bow, terrified of even the momentary shimmer. 
He stood right in her path, stunned still. Other rebels who’d 
been running to tackle him stopped when they saw Eirika’s 
charge. Then at the last possible second, she steered the kat 
around him as he fell to the ground. 

Intense anger still engulfing her, she rode into the tunnel 
leading to the city. Through the darkness, the fighting 
continued. “Cardarrian has been captured! Lay down your 
weapons and surrender! The revolution has won!” She kept 
shouting it over and over as she rode south, furious, not 
bothering to check who was listening. The kat leapt over 
corpses at his feet. Eirika didn’t bother steering him around 
them. 

Out into the light, the battle raged on through the north 
central square. Rebels and watchmen filled the place, 
shouting back and forth as their weapons flew. The rebels 
looked to be winning here, if barely, but the bloodshed kept 
on. Soren, Stewart, and Ellie stood at the center of the square, 
back-to-back, holding their swords out far and watching for 
any watchmen who wouldn’t back down and any more 
flooding in from side streets. Gashes and bruises covered all 
three, but Eirika sighed in relief when she couldn’t find 
anything fatal. 

“The revolution has won!” Eirika shouted, not quite 
triumphant, the moment Soren saw her. They rode to the 
center of the square, Cathe holding out Cardarrian out for all 
to see, and the same reaction as in the courtyard started 
repeating itself here. The watchmen slowed. The rebels 
disarmed them. The trio at the center turned to them and 
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smiled in relief when they saw the captive tyrant. 

At the far edge of the square beside the street heading 
south, Em and Tanae stood side by side, Em with a short 
sword similar in shape to Eirika’s and Tanae with a long 
poleaxe she pointed out at her nearest disarmed foe. The 
nerve wracked Em finally relaxed when she saw her fellow 
rebels turning around her, and she turned to Eirika and 
smiled. 

In that moment, a watchman rounded the corner from the 
southern street and swung his sword with full force at her 
chest. Only Tanae spotted him in time, just in time to bring 
her poleaxe down on top of the blade. Not fast enough. The 
whole sword slammed into the front of Em’s thighs right 
above the knees, cut deep. She screamed in pain as she fell 
backward, toppled to the ground, her head hitting hard. 

“Em!” Eirika and Cathe shouted as Eirika kicked the kat 
into a charge across the square, not holding back this time. 
Trampling over the watchman, the kat pinned him to the 
ground with a single paw. 

“What's wrong with you?” Eirika demanded, “Do you see 
no value in life? You’ve lost!” 

The kat stepped off the man, let him lay there, his sword 
on the ground between him and Em. Eirika looked at Tanae 
cradling Em’s bloody head and upper body, Em breathing 
hard and fast but doing her best to keep smiling. “Don’t 
worry yourselves over me,” she managed to get out, “I’m 
going to live in the new world. No way I’m missing out on 
that.” Both of her legs had been cut halfway through. They 
weren’t moving, twisted in opposite directions by the fall, and 
loose bones stuck out jagged where they’d been severed. 

The rest of the square had come to a halt. “Go!” Tanae said, 
“Keep spreading the message. We’II get her to a healer.” 

Eirika growled, but with effort, she convinced herself to 
nod and turn the kat away. They rode south down the central 
street, Eirika shouting her victory chants to everyone she 
passed. Cardarrian had woken, silent still, and Cathe shoved 
his woozy, hopeless face out at them partly to show him off 
and partly as a shield. They kept close eyes on all the 
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watchmen. “Cardarrian is captured! The revolution is 
victorious! Spread the word!” The words were celebratory, 
but Eirika’s tone didn’t match. She was shouting for the 
killing to stop. 

At every intersection, she looked to see where she could 
find the most fighting. Then she turned and rode in that 
direction, shouting the whole time. They kept riding like that 
through the whole north end of the city. Wherever they found 
what looked like the edge of the battle, they doubled back and 
found another direction to ride in. Only when they could find 
no more fighting, only when all the remaining watchmen had 
surrendered and the rebels were holding them or cleaning up, 
did she turn back north to find her friends again. 

Back at the north central square, Tanae and Em were gone. 
Where the nearest healer was, Eirika couldn’t tell, but it was 
better than seeing Em dead. Ellie and the Blacks were still 
there lining up the dead at the edges of the place with no 
regard for which side they’d fought on. Other insurgents 
were busy rounding up the living watchmen and gathering 
their weapons. The blood would have to be cleaned up later. 

Eirika fell off the side of the kat as they entered the square, 
and Cathe followed close behind. Everyone stopped what 
they were doing, save for those keeping an eye on their 
defeated foes. All watched as Eirika and Cathe unchained 
Cardarrian from their saddle and hoisted him down to the 
ground. All in too much shock from the battle to say anything, 
but some smiled with relief at the very least. 

Cathe dragged Cardarrian to the nearest rebel who’d been 
herding captives, her arm and side still bleeding but 
functional. Eirika and the kat followed right behind her. The 
man could only nod at Cathe, doing his best to show 
gratitude while frozen in stunned silence. Cathe locked eyes 
with him in a show of understanding right as Soren came up 
on them all from behind. 

He stood as tall as he could and looked Cardarrian in the 
eye. “I can’t say it’s a pleasure to meet you.” The rebel who’d 
taken ahold of the prisoner let out a soft chuckle. “But the 
circumstances are favorable, at least.” 
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“Are you the one behind this mob?” Cardarrian slurred at 
Soren, “Civilized men solve their problems through 
negotiation and compromise. Cease this barbarous violence.” 

“We have.” Cardarrian glared back at Soren before his 
handler shoved him hard into line with the watchmen. 

Cathe smiled. “Play as rough as you want with that one.” 
She turned to Soren. “But I don’t want him killed. As 
someone who’s spent their entire life under this man’s 
bootheel, I want him to keep on living for a long time.” 

Soren paused, turned away, and Eirika and Cathe followed 
him back toward his brother and Ellie. Eirika spoke up. “She’s 
right. There’s no point in killing anyone you don’t have to. 
Even Calven back there might reform someday.” 

Cathe let out a morbid laugh. “I seriously doubt that. Still.” 

“For what it’s worth, I agree,” Soren said, stopping and 
turning back to Cathe. “But it doesn’t just come down to me. 
We're not going to be holding any executions, and we’ll do 
our best to protect everyone. But there’s plenty of people he’s 
hurt a lot worse than you, and they might think differently. I 
can’t say I'd cry at his funeral.” 

Cathe scowled, shook her head. “Anyone who'd try to kill 
him now just isn’t thinking straight. Trust me, I know 
firsthand.” Eirika smiled. “Here’s what you'll tell them. Tell 
them his death would only last a moment. One moment of 
satisfaction at best. After that, nothing.” Cathe smirked. “No, 
the best punishment is forcing him to watch as everyone else 
lives their happy little lives in a society that he’ll spend his 
whole life loathing.” 

Soren paused to process Cathe’s words. Then, slowly, he 
grew a small but sincere smile. “That, I think we can sell them 
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on. 
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40 


AS QUICK AS SHE'D 
COME 


Victory hadn’t quite come for the revolution, but it was on 
its way. With the central city’s former watch all rounded up, 
its people started picking up the pieces, cleaning, rebuilding. 
At their first informal meeting, some of them decided to build 
a new cemetery outside the city for all those who'd fallen in 
the battle. It wouldn’t distinguish between who'd fought on 
which side. 

Of the former watchmen who'd survived, many of them 
had to be watched to make sure they wouldn’t try anything. 
Still, they were given the same support as everyone else, and 
as a result, their resentment died away quickly. Some even 
volunteered to help rebuild, undo what damage had been 
done to their city. Mostly the younger ones who'd only joined 
after Cardarrian had taken over. No longer desperate for that 
taste of comfort and control, they wanted to make amends. 

Cathe got herself to a healer right behind Em. No broken 
bones in her arm or her side, only muscle damage. All the 
woman could do was apply some ointments, bandage her up, 
and hope for the best. Cathe, of course, refused painkilling 
drugs. Didn’t even drink while she was healing. As soon as 
she stopped bleeding, she insisted on working the muscles in 
her arm as much as she could, kept flickering her shimmer on 
and off the arm when she thought no one was looking. Said 
she couldn’t afford to lose her motor functions. 

Em lost her legs. The healer amputated right below the 
hips. She took all the painkilling drugs they could find, but 
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she still screamed through her gag. Lay in bed for days 
afterward, doted on by healers and friends until she could 
move again, until they could find someone to make her a 
wheelchair. When Eirika asked what she was going to do now, 
she said, “The same thing I’ve always done. After all, people 
need comfort now more than ever.” The only complaints she 
had were about the rough streets that slanted toward the 
palace and the abundance of steps in all her favorite spots. 
Still, she kept smiling, kept saying she was okay, it was okay, 
she was happy to be alive. 

Her mood only fell when they told her Jones had been 
killed. He’d been the one to give her that little bit of fighting 
skill she’d needed to make it through the battle alive. He’d 
traveled with her and her brother and Eirika, and even 
though it hadn’t all been happy times, she said she’d always 
remember it fondly. She and Eirika mourned together, and 
Soren sent someone off to inform Kevan and the rest of the 
militia as soon as he could find a willing traveler. 

Before long, Thom arrived at the central city chaperoning 
Tanae’s kids back to their mother. Checking for danger 
around every corner, he was only comforted when he found 
his sister. Tanae gave her kids a big hug, told them everything 
would be okay but that she still had to help clean up for a 
little while longer. In response, they insisted on following her 
everywhere she went, attempting to pick up rubble and 
supplies much too big for them. She just laughed and egged 
them on. 

To the east, the workers of the east market and their militia 
allies from the south took the city without bloodshed. Having 
spent all their time in recent days sorting out alliances with 
and secret betrayals of their new overlords, none of the big 
companies foresaw the threat from below. When it came in 
the night quick and coordinated, the bosses were all too 
cowardly to fight, their lackeys too squeamish to kill. 

Then the workers pressed on toward Mander’s castle. The 
lord hadn’t done an especially good job keeping Rand’s city 
under control, and the common people of his own city had 
grown resentful as of late. This time, the battle was bloody. 
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One of his own civilians got to him first, killed him in a rage. 
But with others there to talk the man down, the rest of the 
family was spared. The city threatened to fall into chaos, but 
Powell of all people, who’d stepped up to lead the east 
market workers, rallied everyone together and brought peace. 

Fetson surrendered without a fight. The west crossroad, as 
they called it now, had only sent a messenger. The lord hoped 
his surrender would keep his family alive like it had when 
he’d allied with Cardarrian, and he was right. Kily and Leah 
and the rest of the west crossroad’s influence spread further 
and further west until the whole of the region had at least 
started transitioning to their fairer economy, their gift 
economy, and coin at last fell out of style. 

Cardarrian’s forces kept fighting in the southwest until 
someone from the west crossroads had the kindness to tell 
them they’d lost. As Korrigan’s forces now thought they’d 
won, it came as quite a shock when their own people’s loyalty 
was undermined by spies and propogandists from the north. 
Pressing south against an already weakened army, the 
common folk of the southwest expanded their influence step 
by step. And with more and more victories accruing in other 
regions freeing the people there to come help, it was only a 
matter of time. 

Nothing changed in the north, not yet. The rebels did their 
best to make sure any information heading north neglected to 
mention their disregard for feudal rule, but rumors would 
always be rumors. Still, the people of at least one mining 
town were growing some sympathy for the cause; they'd all 
hated Cardarrian. And Trask had never been one to interfere 
in the affairs of the south. So, both sides kept away from each 
other for the time being. Eirika’s old home would come 
around in time, she was sure. 

Back in the city that was now her temporary home, the 
people had at last started settling into their new lives. Some 
still traded in orange coin, but no one bothered setting up a 
new currency. It’d been mandated by both a common attitude 
and explicit consensus that essentials be provided by those 
who would make them to those who needed them, and most 
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who made art, entertainment, and the like were happy to 
provide them for free. Without anyone hoarding anymore, no 
one worked any longer than they could comfortably manage. 
The scholars in the academy and the preachers in the grand 
temple took a while to get used to it all, but in the end, they 
had no choice but to get with the times. 

Empty homes were given to all who lacked them. Not 
enough for everyone in the city itself, but plenty of room in 
the palace even with its former servants still living there. The 
two groups blended quite easily, both having been the least 
fortunate amongst their surroundings, and that strange and 
ancient structure became a home and gathering place for any 
who preferred spending their time around others. Some 
who'd already had homes in the city itself chose to live there 
instead, freeing up housing for those who'd rather be more 
solitary. 

They gave Cardarrian the old king’s quarters. The old 
palace’s new inhabitants discussed it and agreed to let him 
have it, said it was what he wanted after all. It gave him 
plenty of space, plenty of distance, plenty of height above 
those he still looked down upon. Whenever he came out to 
eat or read in the courtyard, they all bowed and called him 
your majesty. Acted so polite. He never spoke to any of them. 
Only once did someone come to kill him, and the people who 
caught her quickly convinced her it was better to keep him as 
a laughingstock. Their own royal jester. 

His army in the north had scattered. Some went back to 
the mining town, not enough to do any damage. Got turned 
away at the bridge. Ultimately, they all ended up going 
wherever they ended up going. Those who could hide their 
former allegiance did so, blended into whatever communities 
they came across. Of course, Kily and their spies could tell, 
always keeping an eye out for misbehavior, but they kept the 
secret as much as they could afford to. Even those who 
couldn’t hide or didn’t bother found some place or another 
that would accept them if they disowned their old ways. 

With all going well, Eirika and Cathe finally grew restless. 
All that time they’d spent cleaning up the city and helping 
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establish community policies had kept them occupied, kept 
them distracted, but now that things were settling down, 
neither could get any real satisfaction from just hanging 
around and having fun. Sure, they enjoyed themselves, Eirika 
especially. But it wasn’t enough for them. 

They went to one of Ellie’s sermons, one they knew all 
their local friends would be at. Tanae had decided to take her 
kids and head back to the east market or whatever they ended 
up calling it, so she was using the excuse of the sermon to say 
her own goodbyes to everyone at once. Eirika wore ordinary 
clothes as she usually did now, a dress in this case, no longer 
feeling the need to impress the people who’d grown so used 
to her presence. 

Ellie’s little temple in the northeast corner of the city had 
started renovations once the damage to the city from the 
battle had been fixed. Its supports had already been made 
safe and sturdy, the floor had been filled in, and now they 
were trying to turn the hole in the ceiling into one that could 
be opened or closed depending on the weather. 

The building was already full by the time Eirika and Cathe 
got there. The popularity of Ellie’s new sect had grown fast 
since their victory. The seats had been moved to encircle the 
center of the room in order to accommodate group 
discussions. If there was going to be an individual speaker, 
usually though not always Ellie, they’d stand in the center 
rather than the rear. Right now, though, everyone was sitting 
or standing about in their own little groups, having their own 
little conversations. 

The Blacks, the Bradleys, and Ellie were all gathered on 
one side of the room listening to Tanae talk. Eirika and Cathe 
had seen Tanae’s kids playing outside on their way in; those 
two had never liked crowds. Em sat in her new wheelchair 
with Thom and Ellie sitting on a bench beside her, and the 
rest stood. Walking through the open space and avoiding 
other groups, Eirika and Cathe came up on Tanae from 
behind. 

Hearing them approach, she turned. “Ah, hello.” She 
bowed to them, and they bowed back. “I know you two have 
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heard already, but I’ve been saying goodbye to everyone. My 
children and I will be leaving tomorrow morning.” 

“We wish you a safe and easy trip,” Eirika said with a 
friendly smile, “We'll miss you.” 

Tanae smiled back, more relaxed than she usually held 
herself. “It will be the safest I’ve ever had. I’ve no doubt about 
that.” 

“Yeah!” Em said from behind her, raising a fist, “It still 
gives me goosebumps when I think about how much better 
things are now.” Thom gave her a soft smile. He’d been doing 
better bit by bit. 

Ellie stood up. “We’ll see each other again soon. I just 
know it.” 

“T for one plan on coming to visit the first chance I get,” 
Stewart added, “As soon as I can get a break from all the 
work around here.” 

Tanae nodded to him. “I look forward to it.” 

Soren turned to Eirika. “Now that so much of the 
necessary work is finished, you two should get some rest. 
You've been working too hard.” 

Eirika looked out over the room, frowned. Cathe watched 
her, then shook her head. “We're leaving too.” Quiet. 
“Tomorrow morning.” 

Em crossed her arms. “Aw, you too?” 

“Where will you be headed?” Ellie asked. 

“Over the mountains,” Eirika said, still not looking at 
anyone, “In the southeast where I arrived from.” 

Em, Thom, and Stewart all gawked, and Tanae tensed up. 
“That's a dangerous trip. You'd better have a good reason.” 

“More like gambling with your lives if Tanae’s any kind of 
expert,” Em added. Tanae nodded in agreement. 

Eirika looked back at them, smiled, and shook her head. 
“Trust me. I know my way.” She looked Tanae in the eyes. 
“And we'll be careful.” 

“T for one believe you,” Soren said with a slight smile. 

Stewart laughed. “Yeah, no puny mountains are going to 
stop you, Eirika.” 

Em still looked worried, and Cathe leaned forward at her, 
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hands on her knees. “You have so little faith in me, Em?” 

Em wheeled her way across the still bumpy floor, arms 
working hard and a scowl on her face. “You two had better 
come back when you’re done with whatever adventures you 
insist on having.” Rolled one of her wheels back and forth 
across a broken bit of stone. “T’ll have this whole city fixed up 
the next time you see it.” 

Eirika laughed. “We promise,” she said, hands on her hips. 

“Tf I don’t, you'll come find and berate me, won’t you?” 
Cathe asked. It almost sounded like a request. 

Em stuck out her tongue. “That’s right.” She grabbed 
Eirika’s hand, kissed it, then winked at Cathe and blew her a 
kiss. Cathe just rolled her eyes. 

“But why?” Tanae asked. 

Eirika laughed. “I guess neither of us knows how to sit 
still.” 

“You two really are made for each other, aren’t you?” Em 
said, laughing along with her. 

“Maybe.” Cathe clicked her tongue. 

Eirika gave Cathe an affectionate smile. “Everything’s 
going so well here now. There are people elsewhere we could 
be helping.” 

Tanae grinned. “Oh, that almost makes me want to see it. 
Almost. There are still wildfires that need quenching. I think 
you understand that as well as I do.” Eirika’s smile vanished, 
and she nodded her understanding. 

Thom spoke up in a mild voice. “You'll have to tell me 
about it someday, Eirika. Your adventures out there. Tanae’s 
been telling me a bit about her homeland. It’s been good to 
learn.” 

Eirika raised a palm in oath. “You know it.” 

“Does Kily know?” Ellie asked, “They’ve all been so busy 
in the west crossroads. You haven’t gotten to see them.” 

Cathe looked at her and frowned. “Sorry, I kind of want to 
give Leah her space. She deserves better than having me 
around.” 

“Don’t talk about yourself like that, Cathe,” Ellie said, 
stern, “You deserve better than that.” 
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Cathe looked down, scratched the back of her head. 
“Thanks. Still, someone else can give Kily the news.” 

“Knowing them,” Eirika said, shrugging, “They’ll just 
laugh and say we owe them one the next time they see us.” 

“Alright, then,” Soren said. He took a quick breath. “If you 
don’t mind, I’d like to escort you two to the mountains.” 

“Is that right?” Stewart said, slapping him on the back. 

Soren looked off at the rest of the crowd. “I’ve never been 
down that way. If I’m going to keep involving myself in 
politics, I ought to get to know the other communities a little.” 
He turned to Tanae. “I'll come visit you on the way back.” 
Tanae nodded. 

“Oh, hey!” Eirika said with a look of realization, “What 
about that gift I told you about?” She held a hand to her chest. 

Soren took a moment to remember what she meant, but 
when he did, he gave her a slight smile. “Some other time. 
I’ve still got plenty of work to do here, and it'll give you 
another reason to come back.” Everyone else looked confused, 
but no one questioned him. 

Eirika nodded. “I promise I will.” 

Ellie put a hand on his shoulder. “Best of luck, then. Best of 
luck to all of us.” 

“Best of luck,” everyone else repeated one by one. 

They kept talking for a while, chatted with some of the 
other people in the temple. Cathe stayed her usual quiet self, 
but she still managed to have fun. Ellie gave a short sermon, 
and a few other people spoke about their own experiences. 
Eirika listened intently, and she chuckled to herself when she 
realized just how closely Cathe was paying attention to Ellie’s 
speech. Or at least looking closely. They spent the whole rest 
of the day with friends, eating good food, talking good talk, 
having as good a time as they could for the remainder of their 
time together. 

The next morning, they said their final goodbyes. They 
watched Tanae and her children leave for the east in a small 
carriage, then departed with Soren from the south gate. Eirika 
still in regular clothes, though dressed more practically for 
travel. Cathe’s kat carried all three of them. He was strong, 
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having carried Eirika, Cathe, and Cardarrian before; the 
relatively light Soren was no problem. As usual, Eirika and 
Cathe insisted on traveling light. Eirika said they wouldn’t 
need much in the mountains; crossing wasn’t a matter of 
supplies. And she could find them food on the other side. So, 
the ride proved simple and easy. 

They spent their first night in Cardarrian’s old city. The 
people there had taken it for themselves as soon as they’d 
heard the news of Cardarrian’s defeat. That orphan boy Eirika 
had freed had insisted on being the foremost messenger. 
Victory hadn’t been hard. They’d had an underground 
resistance there for a long time, albeit one with little hope 
until recently. Bonny and Jake, the first two Eirika had told 
about Cardarrian’s charade, had been members from the start. 
Those escaped prisoners who’d managed to hide in the city 
had done their part too, and so had many of the former 
servants. With so much of Cardarrian’s forces occupied 
elsewhere and the remaining watch demoralized by his defeat, 
they’d given up after only a short fight. 

Cathe refused to set foot in the keep, so Gerdy came out to 
see her. She’d gone back to her old home as soon as she’d 
heard it was safe and free of masters. Cathe questioned why 
she’d still want to live there, but she just said, “It’s home.” 
When they told her that they were crossing the mountains, 
she threw her arms around Cathe and told Eirika she’d better 
keep her safe. Eirika gave her word. 

Setting off again the next morning, they made it to the half 
towns straddling the river that marked the old border 
between Cardarrian’s and Rand’s territory. Stayed one night 
there too. With Cardarrian’s watch dismantled, there was 
much more crossover between the half towns than there’d 
ever been before. People on the east side came to the west to 
find better homes, and in response, the people on the west 
side crossed over to help improve conditions in the east. 

Riding next down to the little farming village, Eirika made 
quick work of finding Kevan. He’d come back home from 
fighting in the north and hadn’t yet ridden off west to help 
fight Korrigan. Soren’s messenger had already told him about 
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Jones, of course. Eirika insisted on apologizing for not being 
able to protect him, but Kevan just held her shoulder and 
shook his head. He was proud of his friend for giving 
everything to help make the land a better place. 

Sonia, of course, found them without them having to look. 
She cheered for Eirika and Cathe’s reunification, and though 
she didn’t seem to care much for politics, she nonetheless 
cheered for the stories of their victories. Despite her 
singlemindedness, Soren took to her quick. Talking to the 
child like he would any other interested citizen, he soon 
gained her utmost respect. She made sure to direct him to her 
father when it came to the more complicated topics, though. 

Daren, Kent, and now Juste were running the little village 
with more and more help from the rest of the villagers every 
day. The people there had always liked Daren and Kent, and 
Juste had managed to fit himself back in. He and Kent had 
fully come out as a couple, and Daren had apologized for ever 
having made him feel unwelcome. Still, Juste was thinking of 
acting as an ambassador of sorts for the southeast if he could 
get everyone else’s approval. He wanted to see the central city 
again when he could get the chance. 

Soren made sure to remember that. Throughout the whole 
trip, he’d been taking notes on a little notebook he’d brought 
with him. Eirika did most of the talking, but Soren observed 
everything closely from the background. Even so, it took him 
some time to realize just how nervous Daren was acting 
around him. When he did, though, he assured him that he 
wouldn’t interfere with how the village was organized for as 
long as the villagers were happy with it. That set Daren’s 
mind at ease. 

Then at last, they rode southeast toward the mountains. 
Toward the shadow town where Eirika had taken her first 
step into the kingdom back when it had still been a kingdom. 
The trip went slower. With the dense forest and the rough 
terrain, the kat moved slower, but he did his best to get them 
to their destination before nightfall. Cathe kept praising him 
the whole way. She knew she’d have to leave him behind 
soon enough. 
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He succeeded with pride, and they arrived at the shadow 
town as the sun was getting close to setting. Giving him a 
break and walking slow down those familiar dirt roads, Eirika 
knew where she was heading. Even without her fancy 
uniform, the few locals still outside gave them all the same 
odd looks they’d given her before. It was the first time they’d 
gotten those sorts of looks since their victory. Cathe and Soren 
were still wary, nervous under the scrutiny, but Eirika 
remained vehemently upbeat. 

Soon, they found a small pen for the kat, then continued 
walking south for a while longer. The sun landed on the 
horizon, and Soren froze in his tracks as they spotted the edge 
of the town for the first time, the dead trees, the mountains 
beyond. The fog. Before he could articulate his feelings, 
though, a voice called out from behind. “Lady Eirika! I’ll be!” 

She turned to see an old man hobbling his way toward 
them as fast as his legs could carry him. An old man she 
recognized, smiling wide at her, and at once she smiled back 
just as wide. Cathe and Soren stood by and watched with 
blank faces and wide eyes. They’d noticed who was walking 
beside the old man. 

A teenage girl, thin and meek, walked slowly behind 
Franke. Her ash gray skin was hard, cracked, but not in a way 
that implied it was damaged. More like uneven scales or a 
cluster of rocks. Her irises were just as gray as her skin with 
round pupils at their center, and her hair was thin and wiry. 
No amount of hiding behind her companion could conceal 
the fact that she wasn’t of this land. 

“Hey, Franke!” Eirika shouted, waving as she jogged over 
to them, “How’s life been treating you?” 

“Oh, you know.” He brushed a hand through his hair. 
“Better than before, at least. Rob seems to like my work, 
seeing as he works me so hard. Doesn’t look like the debt’s 
going to be going away anytime soon, neither. Who knows if 
I'll live that long?” He laughed, tried to make himself feel 
better. 

“That’s not okay,” Soren said, blunt. 

“Yeah, well how’ve you been?” Franke asked Eirika, 
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quickly changing the subject. “We haven’t heard about any 
bandit attacks in a while. I’d wager that’s your doing, huh? 
These your partners in crimefighting?” 

Cathe let out a burst of laughter. “You shadow folk sure 
have a lot to catch up on, haven’t you?” 

Eirika gestured at Soren. “You should talk to Soren about 
that. I mean it. I’m sorry I couldn’t have done more for you 
before.” 

“Now, you quit talking like that.” Franke waved his hand 
back and forth in an exaggerated dismissal. 

“Oh, but I’ve been rude,” Eirika said, at last turning to the 
girl who was clinging to Franke’s back. “I’m the ghost of Lady 
Eirika. What’s your name?” 

“Are’eni,” the girl said, barely louder than a whisper. 

Eirika bowed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Are’eni. Did 
you cross the mountains?” Are’eni nodded. 

“All on her own, too,” Franke said. 

Eirika gave her a friendly smile. “That’s quite the feat.” 

“No kidding,” Cathe said, raising her eyebrows. 

“T managed to convince Jole to let her use one of his rooms 
like he lets me,” Franke added, “We’ve been spending our 
free time getting her situated.” 

Eirika chuckled. “Jole’s sure got a big heart, hasn’t he?” 

“Bigger every day.” Franke brought a hand to his chest. 

“You're both welcome to come back north with me if you 
want,” Soren offered, “You’d be free of debt, and you 
wouldn’t have to work any harder than you want to.” 

“Seems I do have a lot to catch up on.” Franke laughed to 
himself. “But no, not right now. I'll think about it, though. I’ll 
think about it.” Are’eni’s continued attachment to Franke said 
she agreed. 

“Then we'll keep in touch,” Soren said, nodding. 

“Oh, but where are you two going?” Franke looked at 
Eirika and Cathe. “If you’re not going back north with this 
one.” 

Cathe pointed over her shoulder at the fog covered forest. 
“That way.” 

“Of course, you are. Of course, you are...” Franke trailed 
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off for a moment, looking at the forest. Hopped back to 
attention. “You can’t be going tonight, though, right? Come 
on, let’s head to Jole’s inn.” 

Cathe grinned. “I could use a drink.” 

So, the five of them spent the evening at Jole’s bar. Soren, 
Cathe, and Franke drank together while Eirika did her best to 
get Are’eni to open herself up. Didn’t succeed much, but the 
girl grew more comfortable as the evening went on. Soren 
went into detail explaining everything that had gone down 
up north to Franke and Jole. Franke was astonished, but Jole 
pretended not to believe him. The innkeeper kept up his play 
at cynicism much to Soren’s frustration until Franke kindly 
informed him that it was just his way of making friends. 
Cathe hit it off surprisingly well with Franke, surprising even 
to her. Something about his sense of humor got her to let her 
guard down, at least when she was drunk. In the end, they all 
went to bed happy. 

The sun broke the horizon the next morning as Eirika and 
Cathe stood at the center of the road outside the inn, staring 
at the dead forest. At the mountains. They’d said their final 
goodbyes to the locals and to Soren and to the kat in his pen 
while it'd still been dark out, and then they’d left before 
anyone else had gotten up. Stood outside alone together. 

For the first time in a while, Eirika wore her white outfit, 
her heart falling from pink to purple to blue, her wings of 
flame rising from blue to yellows and reds. She had a few of 
them with her now, tucked into her hefty white backpack 
along with her cloak, rations, and other humbler supplies. 
Sheathed sword still stuck to her side at the ready, not that 
she’d need it anytime soon. 

Beside her, Cathe now wore an outfit of black, head to toe. 
Black gloves, black boots, black hood up over her head. On 
her chest, a heart as big as Eirika’s, dark green at its center 
growing to lighter green at its edges. Silver and white bolts of 
lightning erupted from the heart’s sides, reaching out to her 
shoulders to match Eirika’s flames. Her black bow and quiver 
were attached to her black backpack, identical to Eirika’s 
except for the color. Her knife, of course, blended in with its 
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black sheath at the side of her belt. 

“Y’ve been thinking,” she said, staring out at the trees, “I 
never got a chance to ask Tanae about that story you told 
me.” 

Eirika furrowed her brow, then opened her mouth in 
sudden realization. “Oh! Lyn the rogue, right?” Cathe nodded. 
“Sorry, I'd have asked too if I’d thought about it. We’ll have 
to remember when we see her again.” 

Cathe smiled softly. “That’s okay. I’m starting to work out 
my own version.” 

“You are!” Eirika said with a breath of excitement, “What 
can you tell me about it?” 

Cathe raised a hand to her mouth, bit her index finger. Put 
it down. “Only one bit so far. I just thought of it this morning. 
But it’s the most important part.” Eirika studied her face, 
listening intently. “Remember how you said you never 
learned why Lyn decided to change her ways? I got that part 
down.” 

“Well, why did she?” 

Cathe just laughed, a quiet, knowing laugh. “Isn't it 
obvious? She tried to steal from a noble family.” 

Eirika’s breath caught in her throat. She bit her lips, smiled, 
closed her eyes to hold back tears. Stepping in close, she 
grasped Cathe’s hand, held it tight, and they both stood side 
by side looking out at that strange forest at the end of the road, 
those jagged mountains beyond. Not the end of the world, 
just something different. Now, something new they could 
face together. And as the first of the locals stepped out onto 
the road behind them, stopped to stare in bewilderment at the 
strangers in their midst, they walked forward, onward, and 
vanished into the fog. 
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